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Chapter I 


On a certain night in February 1968, three very different men, in 
three different places, thinking very different thoughts, said exactly 
the same thing. One spoke of death, one spoke of help and one spoke 
of passion. None could know that their words, like some psychic, 
cosmic, invisible noose, would draw them all together. 

In the mountains of Brazil, some 150 miles from Rio de Janeiro, at 
the far edge of the Serra do Mar, the Mountains of the Sea, the man 
who spoke of death turned a pungent cigar slowly in his fingers with a 
rolling motion. He watched the smoke curl upwards to flatten against 
the ceiling and his eyes narrowed in thought. He leaned against the 
straight-backed chair and looked across the desk at the other man 
waiting there. He pursed his lips and slowly nodded his head. 

“Now,” he said coldly, “it has to be now.” The other man turned 
and slipped away into the night. 

On the turnpike, as he neared the exit, a young, blond man drove 
recklessly, as fast as he dared. He thought of all the letters, all the 
misgivings and the worried nights and now, today’s letter. Perhaps he 
had waited too long already. But he hadn’t wanted to be an alarmist, 
and now he was sorry. Actually, he realized, he had not known just 
what to do or where to turn, but with this latest letter he knew he had 
to act, no matter what others thought. “Now,” he told himself aloud in 
the loneliness of the car. “It has to be now.” He drove through the 
tunnel toward the city without slackening his pace. 


In the near-darkness of the room, the tall, broad-shouldered man 
stood before the girl who sat looking up at him, her quietness 
betrayed by the shallow harshness of her breathing. Nick Carter had 
known Paula for some time now. They kept crossing martinis at 
parties, just as they had earlier that night. Dark-haired and pretty, 
with a pert nose and full lips in a saucy, alert face, her attraction for 
Nick had been instantaneous and unquestioned by either. Everytime 
they’d met, a silent, chemical communication passed between them 
and yet she had always found some way, some excuse not to pursue 
matters. But earlier, at the Holden’s party, he had spirited her away 
and brought her back here to his apartment. With deliberate slowness 
he had kissed her, letting his tongue stir her desire and now, once 
again, he was aware of the same inner conflict going on inside her. 
Fairly shaking with desire, she fought back in what seemed almost a 
kind of fear. With one hand gently but firmly behind her neck, he 
stood before her and wordlessly unbuttoned her blouse, slipping it 


from her smooth shoulders. Unhooking her bra, he appreciatively saw 
the round fullness of young breasts and then, carefully, slowly, he 
pulled her skirt off and then bikini panties, gray with pink edging. 

Paula Rawlins made no move of protest, letting Nick’s experienced 
hands do what they would as he undressed her, watching him through 
half-open eyes. Yet, Nick saw, she made no move to help, only her 
hands on his shoulders, trembling and moving in spasmodic little 
motions, revealed the height of the turmoil raging inside her. Gently, 
he pressed her back upon the couch as he cast off his own shirt to let 
his body touch hers with pulsating electricity. 

“Now,” he said softly, “it has to be now.” 

“Yes,” the girl breathed, hardly audible. “Yes, oh please, now.” 
Nick let his lips explore her body while Paula arched her back and 
then, suddenly, like a dam that has burst, she threw her arms around 
Nick and her mouth was a devouring raging weapon. Her belly, 
rounded gently, rose up in trembling desire, and she was all 
unrestrained female, the fiery core of creative energy focused on that 
one primordial act, the beginning of all beginnings and the end of all 
ends. As he moved his body upon hers, she gasped and sobbed and 
pleaded but he refused to be rushed, too aware of the excruciating 
pleasure in haste made slowly. Paula’s lips bruised his own in her 
frenzy and her hands moved up and down his body, pressing against 
his buttocks, pressing him down into her as hard as she could. The girl 
of conflict, of desire held back, had vanished completely to be 
replaced by an unchained hunger. “Nick, Nick, Nick,” Paula gasped, 
each cry an ascending note on the scale of ecstasy until, when it 
seemed she would explode, he brought the earth to a stop for her and 
she hung suspended between two worlds. Her head thrown back, 
breasts pressed against his chest, abdomen hard against his, she 
looked out with staring but unseeing eyes that mirrored the 
completeness of his lovemaking. 

A half-shudder, half-sob drained from her and she sank back down 
upon the couch, carrying Nick with her, clutching him to her, refusing 
to let him move away. Finally, her arms limp, he moved to her side 
and cradled one soft, rose-tipped breast against his chest. 

“Was it worth the visit?” Nick asked softly. 

“Oh, God, yes,” Paula Rawlins said. “Was it ever!” 

“Then what kept you so long?” 

“What do you mean?” she asked innocently. 

“You know damned well what I mean, honey,” he answered. “We 
talked about getting together a number of times and you always found 
some reason why you couldn’t make it. Yet I knew you wanted to. 
Why?” 

“Promise not to laugh?” she asked. “I was afraid. Not of you, of 


myself. I was afraid of being a disappointment to you. I know about 
you, Nick Carter. You’re not just an ordinary date for a girl. You’re a 
connoisseur of women, to say nothing of wine and song.” 

“Come on,” Nick protested. “You make it all sound like an entrance 
exam.” 

Nick laughed with her as he realized the possibilities of what he’d 
said. 

“That’s not a bad description,” Paula remarked. “And nobody likes 
to flunk out.” 

“Well, you didn’t, honey. You can go to the head of the class, or 
should I say the bed of the class.” 

“Do you have to go on a silly old vacation tomorrow?” she asked, 
snuggling down onto his chest. 

“Definitely,” Nick said, stretching his long, muscular legs the 
length of the couch. Her question brought back his anticipation at 
getting away alone for a good rest. He needed to recharge his 
batteries, relax and regenerate, and Hawk had finally agreed to the 
time. 

“Take me with you,” Paula Rawlins said. “I can get time off from 
the agency.” 

Nick looked down at her soft, full, creamy body. A good woman 
was one way of recharging the body, he knew that full well, but there 
were times when even that wouldn’t do. There were times when a 
man had to go away and find his aloneness, to do nothing and do it 
slowly. This was one of those times. Or, he corrected himself, 
tomorrow would be. Tonight was still tonight and this surprising girl 
was lying in his arms, this timid wanton, this contradiction of terms. 

Nick cupped his hand around one deliciously rounded breast and 
let his thumb move slowly, gently back and forth over the nipple. 
Paula’s mouth, soft and wet, opened at once and she turned over, 
pulling against his body, bringing his chest over onto her breasts, 
reveling in the tactile excitement of their skins against one another. As 
she brought her leg up to half-entwine his, he heard the sound of the 
phone ringing. It wasn’t the small, blue phone inside his desk but the 
regular phone on the end table. He was instantly glad of that. It wasn’t 
Hawk calling with some earth-shaking, impending catastrophe. 
Whoever it was could go to hell, he would ignore its insistent ring. He 
would have done so except for one thing, that omnipresent, sixth 
sense tucked away in his subconscious, that unexplained and 
undefined personal alarm system that had saved his life so often. It 
was beginning to reverberate in time with the insistent ring of the 
phone. 

Paula’s arms held him tightly. “Don’t answer it,” she whispered. 
“Forget it,” and he agreed, only he couldn’t forget it. He’d let the 


phone ring many times on many occasions and this was certainly a 
good one, yet he knew he was going to answer it. That dammed 
subconscious of his. It was worse than Hawk, more demanding, more 
insistent. Yet he had learned never to go against it. 

“Sorry, honey,” he said, lifting himself up. “If I’m wrong I'll be 
back before you can turn over.” 

Nick crossed the room quickly, conscious of Paula’s eyes following 
his hard-packed, lithe body, the statue of a Roman gladiator come to 
life. The voice on the phone was unfamiliar. 

“Mr. Carter?” it said. “This is Bill Dennison. I’m sorry to bother you 
so late but I’ve got to see you, sir.” 

Nick frowned and then suddenly half-smiled. “Bill Dennison,” he 
said. “Todd Dennison’s son?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“God, I haven’t seen you since you were in knee pants. Where are 
you?” 

“Right now I’m in the drugstore across the street from you. The 
doorman told me you’d left strict orders not to be disturbed but I had 
to try again. I drove all the way down from Rochester to see you. It’s 
about my father.” 

“Todd?” Nick asked. “What is it? Is he in trouble?” 

“T don’t know,” the young man said. “That’s why I came to see 
you.” 

“Then get the hell up here, boy. Pll tell them to let you in 
downstairs.” 

Nick put down the phone, alerted the doorman and returned to 
where Paula was already in bra and panties. 

“T heard,” she said, slipping on her skirt. “I understand. Or maybe 
I’m just conceited enough to think that if it weren’t important you 
wouldn’t be leaving me.” 

“You’re right, and thanks,” Nick grinned. ‘You’re a good girl in 
more ways than one. Count on hearing from me when I get back.” 

“Tll save up,” Paula Rawlins said as Nick showed her out a back 
door just as the doorbell rang. Slipping into trousers, he admitted the 
young man. Bill Dennison was as tall as his father but rangier, without 
Todd’s heavy, thick build. But the blond hair and the engaging, clear 
blue eyes, the shy smile, were all Todd. So was his no-nonsense 
manner of getting right to the point. 

“Thanks for seeing me, Mr. Carter,” he said. “Dad used to tell me a 
lot about you. I just hope you won’t think I’m a dope about all of this 
but I’m worried about Dad. You know, I presume, that he’s in Brazil, 
building a new plant a hundred and fifty miles or so from Rio. Well, 
Dad has always taken pains to write me detailed, informative letters 
and he’s been telling me of a lot of weird accidents on this job, 


accidents I can’t believe are really accidents. Then, he’s received some 
veiled warnings which he laughs off. I wrote and said I was coming 
down but this is my last year in college ... engineering school ... and 
he wouldn’t hear of it. He called me from Rio and laced me out good, 
said if I quit now and came down he’d ship me back in a 
straightjacket.” 

“Sounds like your father,” Nick grinned, his mind leaping back 
through the years. He’d first met Todd Dennison many years ago when 
he was new in the espionage racket. Todd was only an engineer on a 
construction job in Teheran but he’d done Nick a few life-saving 
favors and they’d become firm friends. Todd had gone on his own and 
was now a wealthy man, one of the country’s leading industrialists, 
who personally supervised the construction of every one of his plants. 

“So yow’re worried about your Dad,” Nick mused aloud. “Think he 
might really be in danger. What’s this plant he’s building down 
there?” 

“T don’t know too much about it except that it’s in the mountain 
region and follows his objectives of putting up plants that will do 
something for the people of the region. Dad feels that sound, proper 
business policies that will really help the economy of a country are the 
best answers to the communists and agitators. All his recent plants 
have been based on that philosophy and built in places where there is 
a need for both jobs and products.” 

“T couldn’t agree more,” Nick commented. “Is he alone down there, 
that is anyone close besides his employees?” 

“Well, as you know, mother died a few years ago and last year Dad 
got married again. Vivian is down there with him. I don’t really know 
Vivian. I was away at school when it all happened and came back only 
for the wedding itself.” 

“T was in Europe when they got married,” Nick recalled. “Found 
the invitation when I got back. So, Bill, you’d like me to go down 
there and see what the real story is.” 

Bill Dennison’s face reddened and he shifted in embarrassment. 

“T can’t ask that of you, Mr. Carter.” 

“Call me Nick, please.” 

“T don’t know what I expected you to do, actually,” the young man 
said. “I just had to talk to somebody about this and I felt you could 
come up with something.” 

Nick turned what the boy had told him over in his mind. Bill 
Dennison was plainly and honestly worried, justifiably so or not. A 
jumble of memories, past debts and old friendships flashed through 
his mind. He had been planning to go to the Canadian woods to fish 
and relax but what the hell, the fish would be there quite a while yet, 
and there was always time to relax. Rio was a great place, and he’d 


just read some place that it was only days until Carnival time. Besides, 
seeing Todd again would be its own kind of vacation. 

“Bill, you picked a good time,” Nick said. “I was going on a 
vacation starting tomorrow. I’ll take a plane down. You go back to 
school and Ill be in touch after I’ve had a look for myself. That’s the 
only way to evaluate a thing like this.” 

“T can’t tell you how grateful I am for this,” Bill Dennison began 
but Nick cut him short. 

“Forget it. You may be worked up over nothing but if your 
suspicions are correct, you did the right thing in coming to see me. 
Your dad’s too stubborn to do what’s good for himself, anyway.” 

Nick saw the boy to the elevator and returned to the apartment. He 
turned off the lights and went to bed. There was time for a few hours 
sleep before checking in with Hawk in the morning. The Chief was 
here in the city visiting the AXE office. There was no such thing as not 
telling Hawk where you were going, vacation or no vacation. He 
wanted to know where Nick could be reached in a matter of hours at 
all times. “It’s the mother hen in me,” he once said. “You mean 
mother dragon,” Nick had corrected. He went to sleep thinking about 
Todd Dennison. 

Nick arrived at the purposefully plain, unobtrusive offices of AXE 
in New York to find Hawk already there. The spare, rangy frame in 
the chair behind the desk always seemed as though it ought to be 
somewhere else than behind a desk—out tilling the soil on a farm, 
perhaps, or looking for archeological specimens in some desert. The 
usually ice-blue, penetrating eyes were blandly genial today, a sign 
that Nick had come to know was a mask for anything but mild 
interest. 

“Todd Dennison Industries,” Nick said. “I’m told they have an 
office in Rio.” 

“Tm glad you changed your plans,” Hawk said blandly. “In fact, I 
was going to suggest you go to Rio, but I didn’t want you to think I 
was interfering with your plans.” 

The Chiefs smile was so pleasant and genial that Nick felt his 
antenna crackling. 

“Why were you going to suggest Rio?” Nick asked, trying to match 
the noncommital geniality of Hawk’s tone. 

“Well, Rio’s more your type of place, N3,” Hawk answered 
pleasantly. “You'll enjoy it much more than stuck away in some 
Godforsaken spot fishing. Rio has a wonderful climate, great beaches, 
pretty girls and it’s nearly Carnival time. Really, it’s much more your 
kind of spot.” 

“Never mind the sales talk,” Nick said. “What’s your real reason?” 

“Nothing but my interest in seeing that you enjoy your vacation,” 


Hawk said. He hesitated, let a mild frown cross his face and then 
handed Nick a sheet of paper. “There is this report we’ve just received 
from some people we have there. Being as you’re going down there 
you might want to see it, just as a matter of general interest, of 
course.” 

Nick quickly read the decoded message in its cablegram-like style. 


“Big trouble brewing. Too many elements to trace. 
Suspect outside sources but can’t pinpoint them. 
Need help if possible or any leads you have.” 


Nick handed the sheet back to Hawk who continued to maintain 
his infuriating air of mild interest. 

“Now, look,” Killmaster said, “this is my vacation. I’m going down 
to see an old friend who might need some personal help but this is a 
vacation, see? V-A-C-A-T-I-O-N! I’m way past due for one and you 
know it.” 

“Of course, my boy. Indeed you are.” 

“And you wouldn’t lay an assignment on me while I’m on vacation, 
would you?” 

“Wouldn’t think of it.” 

“Like hell you wouldn’t,” Nick said grimly. “And I guess there’s not 
very much I can do about it, is there?” 

“Not much.” Hawk smiled affably. “I always say there’s nothing 
like combining a little business with pleasure. But then I’m different 
from most people. Have a good time.” 

“Something tells me I shouldn’t even say thank you,” Nick 
commented, getting to his feet. 

“Always be polite, N3,” Hawk smiled, his eyes still masked in 
genial interest. “Good manners are a sign of good breeding.” 

Nick shook his head and walked out into the cold air, feeling like a 
man who knows he’s been taken but isn’t quite sure just how. He sent 
a wire to Todd that read, “Surprise, you old bastard. Arriving Flight 
47, 10 A.M., Feb. 10th.” The Western Union girl made him take out 
the word bastard, but he left the rest unchanged. Todd would know 
what it was that was missing. 


Chapter II 


Rio de Janeiro, the River of January, emerged under the right wing 
of the airliner as they came down through the clouds over Guanabara 
Bay. Nick quickly found the small crescent within the larger outline of 
the shore where the towering granite rock called Sugar Loaf faced the 
even taller Corcovado, the hunchback, topped by the majestic statue 
of Christ the Redeemer, arms outstretched in welcome over the bay. 
As the plane circled, Nick caught glimpses of the curving, hard-packed 
beaches that ringed the city, places whose very names were an 
evocation of sun, sand and lovely senhoritas: Copacabana, Ipanema, 
Botafogo, Flamengo. It could be a great spot to vacation. Perhaps 
Todd’s problems were really nothing more than minor irritations after 
all. But what if they weren’t? Then there was Hawk, damn the 
Machiavellian cleverness of the man. No, he hadn’t exactly been given 
an assignment but Nick knew he was expected to check it out and if it 
needed action he was to act. Years of working with the Chief told him 
that the mere mention of the possible problem, even when done with 
such casual obliqueness, was tantamount to an order. Somehow, he 
had the distinct feeling that the word vacation was growing dimmer 
and dimmer. But dammit, he was going to try for one, anyway. 

Absent-mindedly, Nick caught himself checking Hugo, the thin 
stiletto in the leather sheath up his right sleeve, and the reassuring 
comfort of Wilhemina, his 9mm Luger. They were as much a part of 
him as his skin but he was still annoyed at himself. Checking them just 
now had been a subconscious admission to himself. He leaned back in 
the seat, feeling the pull of the tightened seat belt, and watched 
Santos Dumont Airport come up at them. Built on filled-in land 
extending out into the bay, the airport was practically in the heart of 
Rio, only minutes from downtown. As they neared the ground, Nick 
looked out to see the mountains beyond Rio, rising up steeply and 
dark green to make the metropolis itself look like a toy city set on the 
edge of an untamed wilderness. Nick left the plane in warm, inviting 
sunlight and strode into the terminal building to retrieve his bag. He 
had only taken the one bag. He never liked traveling with a lot of 
cumbersome luggage, and the single bag was quick to come down the 
chute. 

He had just picked up the bag when the airport loudspeaker system 
interrupted its diet of soothing music for a news bulletin. Those 
watching saw the square-shouldered man come to an abrupt stop, 
frozen in position with traveling bag in hand, steel-blue eyes growing 
cold, a deadly, penetrating coldness. 


“Attention,” the loudspeaker announced. “It has just been reported 
that the well-known American industrialist, Senhor Todd Dennison, 
was found dead this morning in his car on the Serra do Mar mountain 
road. Jorge Pilatto, sheriff of the little community of Los Reyes, said 
the industrialist was a robbery victim. It is thought that Senhor 
Dennison may have stopped to pick up his killer or was tricked into 
offering assistance.” 


It was not more than a matter of minutes when Nick, jaws 
clenched tightly, headed across the city itself in a cream-colored 
rented Chevrolet. His mind, cold and determined, had taken the rental 
agency’s directions and imprinted them on itself and now he drove 
down the Avenido Rio Branca and cut across to the Rua Almirante 
Alexandrino. From there he followed the streets to the highway 
through the dark green mountains which looked down on the city. 
The Estrada do Redentor led him steadily upwards as the highway cut 
through the heart of the thickly foliaged mountains, around the Morro 
Queimado and toward the Serra do Mar range of mountains. He drove 
at breakneck speed, cutting the corners of the winding mountain 
highway, letting the rear wheels of the car drift through the curves 
without slackening speed. The bright sunlight was still there, the 
warm, soothing air swept over the land, but all Nick could feel was a 
grayness and a knot in the pit of his stomach. The news bulletin may 
have been completely correct. Todd could have been killed by one of 
the banditos who roamed these mountains. It just could have 
happened that way, but the cold fury squeezing Nick’s insides kept 
telling him differently. He tried to force himself not to speculate. All 
he knew was the radio bulletin and the fact that Todd’s son had been 
worried near to death about his father. The two facts could have no 
connection. But, and Nick pressed savagely down on the gas pedal, if 
they were, he’d turn this town inside out and upside down. That much 
he promised the memory of Todd Dennison. 

He had been so absorbed in his thoughts, so sick at heart, that he 
had paid no attention to anything but the dangerous curves of the 
estrada, the highway, as it rose in ever-increasing steepness. It was the 
cloud of dust that first caught his eye through the rear-view mirror, 
rising up just at the other side of the curves, too far back to be from 
his tires. Another car was careering through the estrada with the same 
breakneck speed. No, he changed that, not the same speed but a little 
faster. It was gaining on him. He had the little rented car out as flat as 
she’d go and still stay on the road. A fraction more and she’d lose 
traction altogether. He held the car on a delicate, deadly tightrope 
between speed and control. The estrada had reached its summit and 
suddenly turned into a steep descending coil. Braking to stay on a long 


curve, Nick saw the other car come into view through his rear-view 
mirror and immediately saw why it was gaining on him. It was a big 
powerhouse of an old Cadillac, about a ‘57, he guessed, and twice as 
heavy as his car. With that weight it could take the hairpin turns and 
hold its speed, and now on a long, relatively straight downhill stretch, 
the big car came on fast. Nick could see there was only one occupant, 
the driver, and he brought his car close to the right edge of the road, 
almost brushing the steep rock of the mountain. It would be tight but 
there was room for an experienced driver to pass on the cliff side. 

As the Caddie’s driver was unquestionably experienced, Nick 
waited for him to swing out, watching through the rear-view mirror. 
Instead, he saw the bigger car hurtling up behind him, a two-and-a- 
half-ton ramrod. As the car slammed into his rear, he felt the steering 
wheel twist from his hands like the reins of a bucking bronco. Only 
Nick’s superb, cat-like reflexes enabled him to avoid careering off the 
edge of the road. As they approached a sharp curve, the big car 
slammed into him again. Nick felt himself being knocked forward and 
sideways and once again he struggled desperately to keep the car on 
the road. The curve was upon them and he didn’t dare brake, for then 
the heavier car would certainly ram into him with renewed force. 
Either he was being pursued by a maniac or some drug-addicted 
teenager taken leave of all sense. The curve was upon him now and he 
roared into it wide open, feeling the other car rushing up on him like 
some primeval monster. With a prayer that his timing would be right, 
he yanked the wheel viciously a second before the other car crashed 
into him again. When it did, his front wheels were turned away from 
the cliff and the blow sent him crashing into the rocks lining the 
opposite side of the road. His rear end had swung out to catch the 
front of the pursuing car and, with grim satisfaction, he heard the 
driver frantically trying to brake as he spun out toward the cliffside. 
The momentum of the heavy car was too great and Nick saw it shoot 
over the edge, heard the sound of tearing metal and smashing glass as 
he braked to a halt. But there was no fiery explosion. The driver of the 
other car had been alert and quick enough to switch off his ignition 
and as Nick raced back to the edge of the road he saw the smashed 
and shattered car lying on its side down below. He was just in time to 
see the driver emerge, sway, fall, get to his feet and head for a cluster 
of thick trees. He was not only a maniac; he had the self-survival of an 
alley cat. 

Nick slid and tore his way down the jagged side of the mountain, 
keeping one eye on the man’s halting flight toward the underbrush of 
the thicket. Reaching the thicket, Nick plunged in, knowing his quarry 
could not have gone far yet. This time the shoe was on the other foot 
and he was the pursuer. Pausing, he listened for a sound but the 


thicket was silent, his attacker lying low. Nick was beginning to think 
that for a maniac or a drug-crazed teenager, the guy was pretty clever 
and crafty. He moved forward and then he saw the wet red on the 
leaves. The trail of blood led to the right and he quickly followed it. 
Suddenly he heard the low moan. He moved carefully and still he 
almost stumbled over the figure which lay face down, the underbrush 
half-covering the inert form. As Nick knelt and began to turn the man 
over, the figure suddenly exploded into life. An elbow caught Nick in 
the throat and he fell backwards, gasping for breath. He saw the man 
rise, face bloodied and torn, like some gargoyle from the pillars of hell 
come to life. The man leaped at him as Nick, still fighting to get his 
breath, caught him in the stomach with an outstretched foot. It was 
enough for him to regain his feet as the man staggered backwards. 
Nick followed with a sharp right that caught him flush on the jaw. The 
man fell forward and lay still. Nick watched, looking for the even 
breathing of the unconscious but there was nothing. With one foot he 
turned the body over to realize the man was dead. The crash had 
taken its toll and the moment’s attack had been nothing more than a 
dying effort. 

Nick looked at the man, dark-haired and light-skinned, high, flat 
cheekbones with a Slavic caste to his face. His body was square and 
thick. He was not a Brazilian, Nick concluded, though he couldn’t be 
absolutely certain. Like America, Brazil had a melting pot of national 
types in its arms. He knelt down and began to go through the man’s 
pockets systematically and thoroughly. There was nothing, no wallet, 
no cards, no personal papers, nothing to identify him in any way. 
There was only a small scrap of paper with the words “Flight 47, 10 
A.M. Feb. 10th” scrawled on it. 

The dead man who lay before him had been no maniac, nor a 
drug-crazed addict. He had been out to kill him, deliberately and 
purposefully. He had obviously been given his flight and arrival time 
and had followed him from the airport. Nor, Nick was certain, was the 
man some local hired assassin. He had been too good, too 
professional, his moves those of a highly trained operative. The 
complete lack of identity papers proved that. He knew who he was 
after, knew that Nick was definitely dangerous quarry, and he had the 
foresight to envision his own death. Without a shred of identification 
he would be virtually impossible to trace. Yes, it all had the definite 
stamp of professionalism and as he emerged from the thicket Nick 
thought about the decoded message he had seen at AXE offices. 
Someone had been out to nail him and do it quickly, before he had the 
chance to make trouble. 

Could this be connected with Todd’s death also? It seemed 
unlikely, and yet only Todd had known his flight and arrival time. But 


he had sent an ordinary cablegram which any number of people could 
have seen. A plant in the airline offices could have alerted someone. 
Or they could have been carefully checking all flights from the States, 
figuring that AXE would be sending someone. Yet, somehow, he kept 
wondering if there could be a connection between the two. It could go 
either way ... or both. Pinning down Todd’s death would help him 
decide. 

Crawling up the jagged boulders he found the battered Chevy 
waiting and drove off once more toward the little town of Los Reyes. 
As it so often happens, minor thoughts cross our minds in the midst of 
major problems, and Nick smiled to himself as he thought of the 
rental agency’s reaction when he finally returned this car. But then, if 
things kept up the way they were starting, there might not be any car 
to return. In fact, he might not be around to return it, either. 

The estrada was flattening out now as he seemed to be entering a 
meseta, a plateau. Small, run-down farms began to appear and 
grizzled men with serapes wrapped about their shoulders walked 
along the road. A collection of pink and white stucco and stone houses 
appeared before him and he saw the weathered wooden signpost, Los 
Reyes. He drew up before a woman and a child carrying large bundles 
of wash. 

“Bom dia,” he said. “Onde fica a delegacia de policia?” The woman 
pointed down the street to a square, freshly painted stone building 
and then he saw the little sign jutting out from the entrance, Policia. 
He thanked her and happy to find his Portuguese still good enough to 
get him around, he drew up before the police station. It was quiet 
inside, the few jail cells he could see from the anteroom were open 
and empty. Los Reyes, at least, did not seem to be a high-crime town. 
A man emerged from a small side office, blue trousers and a light blue 
shirt with the letters POLICIA stitched on the breast pocket. The man, 
not as tall as Nick, had thick, black hair, black eyes and an olive skin. 
A face, determined and proud, regarded Nick impassively. 

“[’ve come about Senhor Dennison,” Nick said. “Are you the sheriff 
here?” 

“T am the Chief of Police,” the man corrected Nick. “Are you 
another newspaperman? I’ve said all I have to say.” 

“No, I am a friend of Senhor Dennison’s,” Nick answered. “I 
arrived today for a visit with him. My name is Carter, Nick Carter.” He 
handed the man his credentials. 

The man examined the cards and looked up at Nick with probing 
eyes, eyes that mirrored a cautious respect. 

“Are you the Nick Carter I have heard about?” he asked. 

“That depends on what you’ve heard,” Nick said, allowing a grim 
smile to escape him. 


“T think you probably are,” the Police Chief said, taking in Nick’s 
powerful frame, the steel-blue eyes that revealed an unrelenting 
dynamism. “I am Jorge Pilatto. Is this to be considered an official 
visit?” 

“No,” Nick said. “At least, I didn’t come to Brazil in an official 
capacity. I came to visit an old friend but it could end up that way. I 
should like to see Todd Dennison’s body.” 

“Why, Senhor Carter?” Jorge Pilatto asked. “Here is my official 
report. You may read that.” 

“T’d like to see the body,” Nick repeated. 

“Don’t you think I know my business?” the Police Chief said and 
Nick saw immediate resentment flare in the man. Jorge Pilatto was 
quick to anger, too quick. 

“T didn’t say that. I said I wanted to see the body. Now, if you want 
me to, I’ll call Senhor Dennison’s widow and have her order you to let 
me examine the body.” 

Jorge Pilatto’s eyes bored into Nick’s and then his face relaxed and 
he nodded his head almost deferentially. 

“This way,” he said. “And when you have done so I will enjoy 
getting an apology from the famous American secret agent who is 
honoring us with his presence.” 

Nick let the unveiled sarcasm pass and followed Jorge Pilatto into 
a small room at the back of the prison. Nick steeled himself. It was 
always a grim business, no matter how often you’d done it, and when 
it was a close friend it was a rending, tearing thing. Jorge lifted the 
gray, denim sheet and Nick walked over to the lifeless form. He forced 
himself not to see Todd Dennison but only a body, an organism to be 
examined. He looked down at the report attached to the edge of the 
table. Bullet hole behind left ear, exit wound right temple. That 
checked out all right. He moved the head from side to side, felt the 
hands and feet. 

Nick looked at the report again, lips tight, and turned to Jorge 
Pilatto who, he knew, had been watching his every move with 
attentive eyes. 

“You say he was killed about four hours ago,” Nick questioned. 
“How do you come to that?” 

“My assistant and I found him in his car on the road that leads 
from his plant into town, just south of here. I had only passed there on 
patrol a half hour before, come into town, picked up my deputy and 
returned for a final check. It had to have happened within a half hour 
of the time I first passed that spot.” 

“Only it didn’t.” 

Nick saw Jorge Pilatto’s eyes widen and his jaw tighten. 

“Are you calling me a liar?” he shot out. 


“No,” Nick countered. “I’m just saying Todd Dennison wasn’t killed 
when you say he was.” 

Nick turned on his heel and walked out. He had found out 
something else. Jorge Pilatto had a chip on his shoulder as big as a 
plank. He was insecure and aware that he didn’t know what he should 
know. That’s what caused his instant anger and resentment. Nick 
knew that he had to cut through the resentful attitude, had to force 
the man to see his own shortcomings in the open if he was to work 
with him. And he did want to work with him. A local police chief 
could be invaluable in this kind of thing. He knew the people, the 
conflicts, the personal antagonisms and a wealth of other useful 
information. Nick walked from the building into the bright sunlight 
knowing that Jorge Pilatto was right behind him. He paused at the 
door of the car and looked back. 

“Thanks for your time,” Nick said. “Ate logo!’ 

“Espere,” the man said. “Wait. What makes you so sure of what 
you say, Senhor?” 

It was the question Nick had waited for. It meant the man was 
swallowing his resentment, at least part of it. It was a start, anyway. 
Nick didn’t answer but returned with him to the room. 

“Move the head, please,” he said. As Jorge did so, Nick went on. 
“Stiff, no? That’s advanced rigor mortis. It’s in all the extremities and 
it wouldn’t be there if Todd Dennison had been killed only four hours 
ago. He was killed earlier, somewhere else, and driven to where you 
found him in his own car. You came to the robbery theory I presume 
because his wallet was gone, which the killer or killers took to 
complete their little picture.” 

Nick was depending on his certainty that Jorge Pilatto was quick- 
minded and intelligent. He didn’t want to humble the man, only to 
make him see that he didn’t have the answers to this. He wanted him 
to know they had to work together to find those answers. 

“T think it is I who should do the apologizing,” Jorge said and Nick 
breathed an inward sigh of relief. 

“No apologies needed,” he answered. “In this dirty game you learn 
only one way, the hard way, from experience. But I think we should 
be honest with each other.” 

Jorge Pilatto’s lips tightened a moment and then he broke into a 
wide smile, flashing white teeth lighting the room. 

“You are right, Senhor Carter,” he admitted. “I have been Police 
Chief here for only six months. I was elected by the people of the 
mountains here in our first really free election, the first time they 
exercised their privilege to vote as people instead of a kind of blind 
slave.” 

“What did you do before?” 


“T studied at the University for a while and worked on the cocoa 
plantations for a longer while. I have always been interested in law 
and order and I was one of those who organized the people into 
voting blocs. You see the hill people here are poverty-stricken. They 
have been little more than human cattle, working the coffee and cocoa 
plantations, economic slaves. A group of us backed by a wonderful 
man began to organize the people so they could run their own town 
and government. We wanted to show them how they could find a 
voice for themselves to improve their conditions. The few officials of 
the region are controlled by the wealthy plantation and farm owners. 
They neglect the needs of the people and grow fat by doing so at the 
orders of their masters. When the sheriff died, I campaigned for 
election and the people turned out for the first time to elect their own 
Police Chief. I want to be a good one. I want to do the right thing for 
the people who elected me.” 

“In that case,” Nick said, “we must find out who killed Dennison. I 
presume you have his car outside some place. Let’s have a look at it.” 

The car was parked in a small courtyard alongside the building and 
on the front seat Nick found some blood smears, now dried and 
hardened. With a penknife borrowed from Jorge, he flaked some 
samples off into his handkerchief. 

“T’1l send this to our lab,” he said. 

“IT want to help, Senhor Carter,” Jorge Pilatto said. “I’ll do 
whatever I can.” 

“The first thing you can do is to call me Nick,” N3 said. “The 
second is to tell me anything you know or any suspicions you have 
about who would have wanted to murder Todd Dennison.” 


Chapter III 


On a small stove, Jorge Pilatto had brewed a hot pot of Brazilian 
coffee, strong, robust, flavorful, not unlike the country itself. Nick 
sipped it as he listened to the Police Chief talk of the people and the 
land and the life in the mountains. He had been going to tell Jorge of 
the attack on the estrada but, as he listened, he decided to hold back. 
The Brazilian had such strongly held ideas that Nick wondered 
whether the man’s feelings could permit him unclouded judgment. 
When Nick brought out the number of accidents that had plagued 
construction of the plant, Jorge’s answer was immediate and typical. 

“Disgruntled workmen?” he echoed. “Never. Absolutely not. There 
is only one group who would benefit by Senhor Todd’s death. I call 
them the Gold Ones, the big plantation owners, the wealthy 
landowners. There are about ten of them, the biggest and most 
powerful ones at least. They have had an, how you say, an Association 
for many years. The Association controls everything they can. They 
keep wages down and most of the hill people have borrowed from 
their company stores to live and so they are in constant debt to them. 
Together, the Association can control whether a man works or not, 
how much he makes when he works and how often he works. Senhor 
Dennison’s plant would have changed all that. It would have made the 
Gold Ones compete for labor and raise their wages and treat the 
people decently. The plant was the first real threat they have ever 
faced to their hold over the people and the land. They were the only 
ones to gain by preventing the plant from being completed. They must 
have decided to act and hired a killer. Why, they even tried to prevent 
Senor Dennison from getting the land on which to build the plant! I 
guess when they saw that such tactics would not stop him they had to 
go further.” 

Nick sat back, his mind assembling and cataloguing the things 
Jorge had said. He knew the Brazilian was waiting for him to agree. 
With his quick, impatient temperament, waiting, for Jorge Pilatto, was 
but a matter of seconds. 

“You have the picture now, Senhor Nick?” he asked. “It is as plain 
as the nose on your face, no?” 

“It’s plain, all right,” Nick said. “Too plain. I’ve learned to be 
suspicious of things which are too plain, too simple. You could be 
right but I’d like to sit on it for a while. This man who backed you for 
Police Chief, who is he?’ 

Jorge’s face lighted with a glow of reverence, as though he were 
talking of his favorite patron Saint. 


“That is Rojadas,” he said. 

“Rojadas?” Nick frowned, mentally leafing through the file cabinet 
of names and people he had stored away in a special compartment of 
his brain. The name meant nothing whatever to him. 

“Yes, Rojadas,” Jorge Pilatto went on. “He came here from 
Portugal where he worked as editor of a number of small newspapers. 
He learned there how to use money and leadership in the needs of the 
people. He has founded a new political party which the Gold Ones 
fear and hate. It is a party for the workers, the poor peasants, and he 
has gathered around him a group of organizers. They go out and help 
the peasants to understand the things they are asked to vote upon and 
they see to it that they vote. All of this takes the things which Rojadas 
has brought us—leadership, knowledge and money. There are some 
who say that Rojadas is an extremist, a troublemaker, but they are the 
ones who have been brainwashed by the Gold Ones.” 

“And this Rojadas and his group were responsible for getting the 
people to elect you to office.” 

“Yes,” the Police Chief admitted. “But I am not one of Rojadas’s 
men, amigo. Iam my own man. I take orders from nobody, you can be 
sure of that.” 

Nick smiled. The man’s fierce, aggressive pride was quick to assert 
itself. He would guard his independence jealously, Nick knew, but the 
personal pride, the fiery beliefs could be played upon by a more 
clever, more sophisticated man. He himself had played upon them to 
bring Jorge around to seeing things. Yes, he was certain Jorge Pilatto 
would be his own man, or think he was, anyway. 

“What is the name of this new group, Jorge?” Nick asked. “Or 
doesn’t it have a name?” 

“Oh, it does. Rojadas calls it the Novo Dia, the New Day Party. 
Rojadas, Senhor Nick, is a dedicated man.” 

So were Hitler and Stalin and Genghis Khan, Nick thought wryly, 
all dedicated men. It all depends what you’re dedicated to. 

“T’d like to meet Rojadas sometime,” he said casually. 

“T will be happy to arrange it,” the Police Chief answered. “He 
lives not far from here, in an abandoned Mission near the Barra do 
Pirai. He and his men have their headquarters there.” 

“Muito obrigado,” Nick said, getting to his feet. “Now I’m going 
back to Rio to see Mrs. Dennison. But there’s one more important 
thing I should like you to do. You and I know now that Todd 
Dennison’s death was not simple highway robbery. I want you to 
make that announcement, send out a cable release just as you did 
when you first discovered Todd’s body. Also say that I, as a personal 
friend of Senhor Dennison, am making my own _ independent 
investigation.” 


Jorge’s frown had deepened as Nick went on. “Excuse me, Senhor 
Nick,” he said. “But isn’t that like telling the jaguar you are hunting 
him?” 

“T guess it is,” Nick grinned. “But it’s the fastest way to smoke him 
out, too. You just send that and I'll take it from there. You can reach 
me either through Todd’s office in Rio or through Mrs. Dennison.” 

The drive back to Rio was fast and uneventful. He slowed down at 
the spot where the Caddie had gone over the cliff. There was no sign 
of it buried below among the thick underbrush at the foot of the rocks. 
It might be days, weeks, even months before it was discovered in this 
wild country and then it would be chalked off as just one more road 
accident. But whoever had sent him would already know what had 
happened. The driver would have reported back by now had he been 
successful. And someone had sent him, all right. He thought about the 
wealthy landowners of the Association and the things Jorge had said 
and he decided to table it for now. Too much speculation when you’ve 
nothing concrete only fogs up the thought processes, he knew. 

Arriving in Rio he found that the Dennison apartment was in the 
Copacabana section of the city, on Rua Constant Ramos overlooking 
the Praia de Copacabana, that beautiful section of the long beachfront 
bordering almost all of the city. Before going there he stopped at a 
cable office and sent two wires. One went to Bill Dennison and simply 
told the boy to stay on at school until he heard further. The other wire 
went to Hawk and Nick Used the simplified code. In fact, he didn’t 
care too much if anyone decoded it. Then he went to the apartment at 
445 Rua Constante Ramos. 

The door was opened to his ring and Nick found himself looking 
into a pair of smoke-gray eyes that smoldered underneath a shock of 
short, very blond hair. He saw the eyes quickly flick up and down his 
powerful frame. 

“Mrs. Dennison?” he asked. “I’m Nick Carter.” 

The girl’s face, set and almost grim, broke into a smile, and the 
smoke-gray eyes tried to stop smoldering. They were not successful. 

“Oh, God, I’m glad you’re here,” she said. “I’ve been expecting you 
since this morning. I guess you heard? ...” 

She lowered her eyes and Nick saw her fists clench. 

“Yes, I heard,” he said. “I’ve been at Los Reyes 

already, seeing the Police Chief. That’s what delayed » 

me. 

Vivian Dennison, he saw, was wearing deep orange lounging 
pajamas, bare-midriffed, which revealed a softly rounded little belly 
and pointed little breasts. Quite a dish, he found himself thinking and 
chased away his thoughts. She was not what he had expected, he 
realized, and instantly knew he had no idea just what he had 


expected. But he knew it wasn’t this cool, smoky-eyed creature. 

“You’ve no idea how glad I am that you’re here,” she said, taking 
his arm and leading him into the apartment. “It’s really been too much 
for me to comprehend.” 

Her body against his arm was soft and warm and her face was set, 
controlled, her tone sober, flat. Only those eyes were somehow out of 
keeping with everything else. She led him into a huge living room, 
handsomely furnished in Swedish modern, a full-length window 
looking out over the oceanfront. Another girl rose from the long L- 
shaped couch as they entered, a girl taller than Vivian Dennison and 
completely different. She wore a simple white rayon dress that clung 
to her figure like a flower clings to its stem. Black, black eyes, large 
and full, looked back at Nick. Her mouth was wide and sensuous, her 
hair a glistening black falling shoulder length. She had the softly 
rounded, full breasts and the long, tall, linear figure of the Brazilian 
girls all set off against the pink-white skin of an English finishing 
school girl. It was a vivid and striking combination and Nick found 
himself looking a second too long. 

“This is Maria Hawes,” Vivian Dennison said. “Maria is ... or 
should I say was ... Todd’s secretary.” 

Nick caught the slight truculence in the quick glance Maria Hawes 
shot at Vivian Dennison and he noted the redness, just ever so faint, 
around the edges of those magnificent black eyes. When she spoke he 
was certain she had been crying. Her voice, low and velvety, was 
hesitant and controlled with difficulty. 

“Tm ... ’m pleased to meet you, Senhor,” she said quietly. “I was 
just going.” 

She turned to Vivian Dennison. “T’ll be at the office whenever you 
need me.” 

The two women faced each other for a moment, saying nothing 
except through their eyes. Nick watched them, so very different, the 
one lithe and sensuous and full-bodied, exuding a very female 
softness, an animal warmth; the other a cool, Junoesque quality to 
her, sex on a meringue. He hadn’t a dammed thing on which to base it 
yet he was certain there was no love lost between these two. He 
watched Maria Hawes go out the door, letting his eyes linger on the 
narrow hips and flat rear. 

“She has a definite kind of beauty, hasn’t she?” Vivian Dennison’s 
voice cut in. “She had a Brazilian mother and an English father.” Nick 
watched as Vivian picked up his bag and carried it into an adjoining 
room. “You'll stay here, Nick,” she said. “Todd intended it that way 
and I wouldn’t have it otherwise. This is a large apartment and the 
guest room is soundproof. You’ll have all the privacy you want.” 

Nick watched her open the blinds of the large window and let the 


sunlight stream into the room. She moved with a crisp, cool efficiency, 
completely in control of herself. Actually, the other girl, Maria Hawes, 
had seemed the more upset. But then, he knew, some women have a 
much tighter rein on revealing their emotions than others. Vivian 
excused herself for a moment and when she reappeared she was 
wearing a simple, dark blue dress, stockings and heels. They sat down 
on the long sofa and she looked more the picture of the stricken 
widow now. The stark simplicity of the dress, the quietness that had 
come over her, made Nick decide that he had to tell it to her as he 
saw it, every last bit of it. When he’d finished, Vivian shook her head. 

“TI won't believe it,” she said. “It’s too horrible even to think about. 
It had to be a robbery attempt. It just had to be. I won’t even think 
about anything else. I—I can’t let myself. There are a lot of things you 
don’t know, things I do want to talk to you about. Good God, I’ve got 
to talk to somebody.” 

The phone, ringing imperatively, interrupted them. It was only the 
first of what became a steady stream of calls as news of Todd’s death 
began to bring on formal messages and condolences. There were calls 
from business acquaintances, fellow workers, social friends they had 
made in Rio, and Nick watched Vivian Dennison handle them with 
that brisk efficiency. It was there again and so was the vague feeling 
that she was not at all what he had expected. Somehow, he mused, he 
had probably expected something sweeter and softer, more the 
homemaker type. This girl was in control of everything and 
completely self-contained, almost too self-contained. She was saying 
the right things in the right way to everyone and yet, as he watched 
her, something didn’t quite come across the way it should. Maybe it 
was those smoke-gray eyes he kept meeting as she talked on the 
phone. Nick wondered if perhaps he wasn’t getting too goddammed 
cynical and hard-nosed about life. Maybe she was the stiff-upper-lip 
type who kept it all buttoned up inside her and let loose only when 
she was alone. 

Finally she took the receiver off the hook and let it lie there. 

“T can’t take any more calls,” Vivian said, glancing at her watch. “I 
must go to the bank. They’ve called three times already. There are 
some formal papers I must sign. But I want to talk to you about this... 
. about everything, Nick. Let’s do it tonight, after things calm down 
and we can be quietly alone.” 

“Fine,” he said. “I’ve a few things I want to check out too. I'll be 
back after dinner, then.” 

Impulsively she reached out and caught his hand, coming to stand 
close in front of him, her upturned breasts just brushing his jacket. 

“T’m glad you’re here, Nick,” she said. “You can’t know how much 
it helps, having a friend of Todd’s here with me at this time. He’s told 


me often about you.” 

“T’'m glad to be of help,” Nick said, and he wondered why those 
smoke-gray eyes never seemed to be saying the same things as her 
lips. They went down to the lobby together and Nick watched her 
walk quickly away, her heels beating a fast tattoo on the mosaic floor. 
As she disappeared through the revolving door, he saw another figure 
detach itself from beside a large rubber plant, a blue-shirted figure. 

“Jorge!” Nick exclaimed. “What are you doing here?” 

“The announcement I sent out,” the Police Chief said. “It has 
already smoked out the fat cats. It had not been released more than an 
hour when the Association called me. They want to meet with you. 
They are waiting in the cocktail lounge of the Hotel Delmonido across 
the street.” 

The Police Chief pushed his cap back on his head and admitted his 
surprise. 

“T did not think your plan would produce results so quickly, Senhor 
Nick,” he said. “Just go in and ask for Senhor Digrano. He is president 
of the Association.” 

“Good enough,” Nick replied. “We’ll see what they have to say.” 

“T will wait,” Jorge said. “You will find those who had your friend 
killed waiting for you. You may not return with evidence but you will 
see I am right.” 

The lounge in the hotel was well lit for a cocktail lounge and Nick 
was shown to a large, round table in a corner of the room where five 
men sat. Senhor Digrano stood up, a tall, austere man with a good 
command of English and obviously the spokesman for the others. They 
were all of a type, well-groomed, their suits expensive and hand- 
tailored, reserved and formal. Generations of authority came down 
through the hard, stony looks Nick saw. 

“Un coquetel, Senhor Carter?” Digrano asked. 

“Aguardente, por favor,” Nick smiled, taking his place in the empty 
chair clearly reserved for him. The brandy, when it arrived, was a 
Portuguese brandy with its special sweetness, faintly reminiscent of 
the Douro grapes of port wine. 

“First, Senhor Carter,” Digrano began, “we extend our condolences 
on the death of Senhor Dennison, your friend. You are perhaps 
wondering why we have asked to see you so quickly.” 

“Let me guess,” Nick said. “You want my autograph.” 

Digrano smiled politely. 

“We will not insult your intelligence by playing games, Senhor 
Carter,” he went on. “We are not children nor diplomats fencing. We 
are men who know what we want. With the tragic killing of your 
friend, Senhor Dennison, his plant will undoubtedly remain 
uncompleted. In time, the whole affair, the plant and his murder, will 


be forgotten, swallowed the way the rain forest swallows up the rain, 
if it is not made into a big thing. On the other hand, if it becomes a 
scandal, and a big investigation develops, others may want to come in 
and complete the plant. Naturally, we feel the less attention this 
receives the better it will be for everyone. Do you understand?” 

“In short,” Nick smiled pleasantly, “you’d like me to fold my tent 
like an Arab and quietly steal away in the night.” 

Digrano nodded and returned Nick’s smile. 

“The analogy will do,” he said. 

“Well, amigos,” Nick said. “This Arab isn’t folding any tent and 
stealing away until he finds out who killed Todd Dennison and why.” 

Senhor Digrano exchanged a grim look and curt words with his 
associates, forced a smile on his face and looked at Nick again. 

“Our suggestion is that you enjoy Rio and the Carnival and then go 
home, Senhor Carter,” he said thinly. “It would be wise to take up our 
suggestion. Frankly, we are accustomed to getting our way.” 

“So am I, gentlemen,” Nick said, standing up. “I suggest you take 
your suggestion and shove it. Compreendo? Thanks for the brandy.” 

He could feel their eyes boring into his back as he strode out of the 
hotel. They didn’t waste time on subtleties. They had threatened him 
and no doubt meant it. They wanted the plant to stay unfinished. 
There was no question about that either. How far would they go to 
persuade him to quit? Pretty far, he felt certain. But were they 
responsible for Todd’s murder or were they seizing this chance to bear 
down, to try to halt anything further on the plant? They were clearly 
cold and ruthless men, and unquestionably used to getting their own 
way. Yet the obviousness of it all still bothered him. It smelled more 
of men who thought that they, by their very unsubtle obviousness, by 
their open bluster and threats, could achieve their ends. Maybe 
Hawk’s answer in the morning to his wire would help him decide that. 
Somehow, he had the feeling that this was far bigger than this little 
group of willful men. He hoped he was wrong because if he was, if it 
were as simple as this, he might still get in a vacation. Maria Hawes’ 
long, lithe figure and warm lips suddenly flashed across his mind. 

As he walked out into the gathering dusk he saw the police car at 
the curb and Jorge leaning against the fender. The man’s I-told-you-so 
air would have been irritating on anyone else. Nick, however, found 
himself understanding this proud, eager and uncertain man, even 
sympathizing with him. He had a whole barrelful of hang-ups that 
were getting in the way of his judgment and would prevent him from 
being a good Police Chief if he didn’t get rid of them. Nick wanted to 
tell him about the Caddie and Hawk’s wire but he kept mum. If the 
years had taught him one thing they had taught him caution, but the 
kind of caution that was actually a distrust of everybody and 


everything until you were certain. Jorge’s hang-ups might be more 
than hang-ups. He didn’t think so but he didn’t know for sure yet, and 
so he only told him of the unsubtle threats he had just received. When 
he said he wasn’t concluding anything yet, Jorge’s face clouded in 
disbelief. 

“They are the only ones to gain by Senhor Dennison’s death, they 
threaten you and still you are not sure?” he exploded. “This is 
unbelievable. It is spelled out for you. It is as plain as the nose on your 
face.” 

“If I remember,” Nick said slowly, “you thought that Todd was the 
victim of a simple robbery. That was as plain as the nose on your face 
too.” 

He watched Jorge’s jaw muscles flex, his face grow tight with 
anger. He knew he’d hit hard and cruelly but he had to dent this 
man’s one-track approach. 

“T go back to Los Reyes,” Jorge bit out. “You can reach me at my 
office if you want me.” 

Nick watched the car roar away in an angry, tire-squealing start 
and then he sauntered down toward the Praia, the beach. There were 
few people on the white sands now as the night began to close in but 
the promenade running alongside the beach was still crowded with 
long-limbed, narrow-hipped girls with small, flat rear ends and full, 
round breasts. These Brazilian girls possessed a simmering 
sensuousness that instantly communicated itself and with each one 
that passed he found himself seeing Maria Hawes and her particular 
beauty, the black hair and black eyes against the milk-white skin. Idly, 
he found himself wondering what it would be like to know her better. 
More than interesting, he felt certain. 

Signs of the coming Carnival season were all over. It was a time 
when the entire city exploded in a frenzy of merrymaking, of mass 
abandon. Brightly colored flowers on lamp posts, street signs 
garlanded with ribbons, special gay stands and klieg lights ready to 
turn night into day were all in place. He paused to watch a group 
rehearsing, spilling out of an empty storefront as they rehearsed new 
sambas especially written for the Carnival, and the quicker, gayer 
marchas. They would take part in one of the innumerable dance 
contests held during Carnival. Nick walked on and by the time he had 
reached the end of the Praia de Copacabana where it approached 
Ponta do Arpoador it had grown dark and he started to turn back. The 
neat, well-kept buildings had ended in a cluster of narrow streets and 
storage buildings. As he turned, three men, stocky, thick-set men, 
blocked his path carrying eight or nine of the large beach parasols. 
They had folded the parasols closed and had made a precarious litter 
out of them but those on top kept falling off the others. As Nick 


started to circle them, one man brought a length of rope out of his 
pocket and was attempting to tie the long parasols into a bundle. 

“Por favor, senhor,” he called to Nick. “We need another hand for 
a moment.” 

Nick smiled as he walked over to the men. “Right there, please,” 
the one with the rope gestured to where he was trying to tie a knot 
over the top parasol. Nick placed his hand on the knot and looked up 
just in time to see the reinforced end of one of the parasols coming at 
him like a huge, wooden ramrod. It exploded against his temple as he 
twisted away and as bright lights flashed on and off in his head he felt 
his knees turn to water. He sank to the ground, fighting to retain 
consciousness, managing to maintain a dim light in the darkness 
swirling around him. He felt rough hands dragging him from the 
promenade and then he was dropped to the pavement. He lay still 
while he used his phenomenal will power to keep from lapsing into 
unconsciousness. 

“We could kill him here,” he heard one of the men say. “I say let’s 
do it and get out of here.” 

“No,” he heard the other command. “The friend of the first 
American found dead and robbed might be too much of a coincidence. 
You know our orders are to avoid arousing any further suspicion. Our 
instructions are to throw him into the sea. You get the car.” 

Nick continued to lie still but his head had cleared. Damm! he 
swore at himself. The oldest dodge in the world and he had fallen for 
it like a schoolboy. He saw the three pairs of legs still standing in front 
of his face. He was lying on his side, his left arm beneath him. 
Pressing his hand onto the pavement, gathering the powerful shoulder 
muscles as a tornado gathers force, he flung himself upwards and 
sideways, catching two pairs of legs just above the ankles. As his body 
knocked their feet out from under them he felt them topple forward 
over him but he continued to roll over and onto his feet like a cat 
before the third one could gather himself. They had stood the heavy, 
closed parasols up against the wall of a building. With a sweeping 
motion, Nick grabbed one as he lunged and rammed it into the third 
man’s stomach. He thought he’d hit the man’s backbone with it as he 
jammed it with all his strength. Before the man hit the ground, little 
red bubbles were coming up out of his lips. 

One of the other two had gotten to his feet and was rushing at him, 
arms outstretched. Nick avoided the clumsy rush with ease, caught 
one arm and, using the principle of centrifugal force, swung him in an 
arc and slammed him into the wall. He heard the sound of bone 
shattering and the man slid to the ground in a heap. The third one had 
checked his rush to bring out the sudden gleam of a knife blade. 
Hugo, Nick’s pencil-thin stiletto, was securely in its place up his right 


sleeve but he decided to leave it there. These men were amateurs, he 
felt certain. They had been clumsy and their movements unskilled. 
Nick crouched as the third man, already breathing hard, a paunch 
hanging out over his pants, tried to move in with a flicking motion of 
the knife. Nick let him edge closer and then suddenly seemed to 
spring. The man reacted instantly, slashing out with his knife only to 
find that Nick had checked his spring. As the man slashed out, Nick 
seized his knife arm with vise-like hands, twisting it out of its socket. 
The man screamed as Nick cracked the arm backwards at the elbow. 
The knife fell from his hands and Nick felt him go limp from the pain. 
Just to play safe, Nick gave him a short chop behind the ear as he let 
him drop to the ground. 

It had been quick and easy. He hadn’t drawn a long breath and the 
only mark he had was a swelling and bruise on his temple where the 
parasol had connected. Nick couldn’t help but think of the 
professionalism of the man in the Caddie compared with this 
bumbling trio. He quickly rifled through the pockets. One carried a 
wallet with a government worker’s identity card. Another a few 
unimportant papers and his identification plus a few cruzeiros. They 
had identity cards, they could be traced, but that would mean 
bringing the police in and Nick didn’t want that. Not yet, anyway. It 
might only complicate matters. But there was one thing which all 
three carried, a small, neat white card, the size of the average business 
card. But it was blank except for a small red dot in the middle of it. 
Obviously it was some kind of sign but it meant nothing to Nick. He 
pocketed the three cards and sauntered away. As he slowly walked 
back to Vivian Dennison’s apartment his mind was crystallizing on one 
fact. Somebody, or a number of somebodies, were dammed anxious to 
get rid of him. If these three bumblers had been from the Association, 
the Gold Ones weren’t wasting any time. He was still betting that the 
Association was out to frighten and not kill and these three were set to 
kill him. Maybe Vivian Dennison would be able to fill in some pieces. 


Chapter IV 


Vivian was home and waiting when he arrived. She noticed the 
bruise at once as he went into the bathroom to wash up. She watched 
him from the door as he took off his jacket and opened his shirt. As he 
applied hot water to his throbbing temple he saw her through the 
mirror, saw her eyes roaming over the powerful bulge of his shoulder 
muscles outlined against the shirt. She asked what had happened and 
when he told her three men had jumped him her eyes grew fearful for 
a fleeting moment. She turned away abruptly and went back into the 
living room. When he came out she had old-fashioneds ready, doubles. 

“T thought you could use this,” she said. “I know I can.” She had 
changed into a black, floor-length hostess gown that buttoned down 
the front from a fairly low-cut neckline to the very bottom. The row of 
small, cloth-covered buttons fitted not into buttonholes but into small, 
embroidered loops. Nick took a long, hard pull on his drink and 
settled back against the long sofa. Vivian had sat down beside him, 
her glass cradled in her lap. 

“What’s a plain white card with a little red dot in center mean?” he 
asked casually. 

Vivian frowned in thought. “I’ve never seen it on a card before,” 
she said. “But that’s the symbol of the Novo Dia party, the extremist 
group from the mountains. They use it on all their banners and 
posters. Why?” 

“T saw it around,” Nick answered laconically, while his mind 
shifted into high gear. Rojadas, eh? The man of the people, the great 
benefactor, Jorge’s dedicated leader. Why should three of his faithful 
try to kill him? Everybody was getting into the act. Vivian had tossed 
off her drink and poured seconds for them both. As she sat beside him 
on the couch her face grew tight and tense and she seemed to be 
trying not to break down. Only those smoky eyes, round and full now 
as they gazed at him, sounded a jarring note. Try as he might, he 
couldn’t find any grief in them. 

“It’s been a terrible day, hasn’t it?” she said. “From the first news 
flash this morning I’ve been in a state of disbelief. It’s as though the 
world has fallen apart and no one can put it back together again. 
There’s so much that needs to be said, and yet can’t really be said. I 
have no friends here, no real friends. We haven’t been here long 
enough to make any real friends and I don’t mix well with people. 
That’s why you don’t realize how reassuring it is to have you here, 
Nick.” 

Her hand fell on his for a brief moment. 


“But I must talk to you about something that’s very important to 
me, Nick. As this day has gone on one thing has become clear to me. I 
know what you’ve told me about Todd’s murder, and I do appreciate 
your wanting to get at the bottom of it. But I want you to do 
something for me, even if it doesn’t make sense to you. I want you to 
drop the whole thing, Nick. That’s right, drop the whole thing. What’s 
done is done. Todd is dead and that can’t be changed. I don’t really 
care who did it or why or how. He’s gone and that’s all that matters to 
me. 

Is it? Nick almost asked, but he kept his face impassive. Drop the 
whole thing. That request was number one on the local hit parade 
around here. Everybody seemed to want it. The guy in the Caddie, the 
Association, Rojadas’s three bunglers and now Vivian Dennison. They 
were all after him to quit. He was beginning to feel as popular as a 
piranha in a goldfish bowl. 

“Youre shocked, I suppose, aren’t you?” Vivian asked. “You’re 
surprised at what I’ve said.” 

“T’m hard to surprise,” Nick shrugged. 

“T don’t know if I can explain it, Nick,” Vivian Dennison said. “It’s 
made up of a lot of things. I want to pack up and leave as soon as I 
can settle affairs here. I don’t want to stay an extra minute if I can 
avoid it. There are too many memories that hurt here. I don’t want to 
stay for a prolonged investigation of Todd’s business affairs, or for 
some drawn-out trial. And, Nick, if Todd were killed as you say for 
some other reason, that reason might be something I’d rather not find 
out about. He might have had gambling debts. He could have become 
involved in some shady business deal. It could even involve ... another 
woman.” 

All perfectly logical possibilities, Nick agreed to himself, except 
that they weren’t Todd Dennison, not in any shape, manner or form. 
And he was fairly certain she knew it too, though she obviously didn’t 
realize that he did. He let her go on. This was becoming more 
interesting by the minute. 

“Don’t you see, Nick?” she said, her voice trembling, the small, 
pointed breasts shaking. “I want to remember Todd just as he was. 
Raking up dirt won’t help bring him back. Finding his killer won’t 
bring him back. All it will do is perhaps bring up things that shouldn’t 
be brought up. Maybe it’s wrong to feel this way but I don’t care. All I 
want to do is run away with my memories. Oh, Nick, I... ’'m so 
upset.” 

The smoke-gray eyes filled and she was against him, sobbing into 
his shoulder, her head pressed hard against him, her body trembling. 
Her hand had crept inside his shirt at the neck where he had opened it 
and lay resting against the smooth, hard muscle of his chest. Her head 


suddenly turned and her lips were parted, her mouth making little 
eager, hungry sounds, straining toward his. Nick paused for a long 
moment. She could be completely sincere and just mixed up and 
distraught. That could be it, only he didn’t think so. He knew he had 
to find out. If she were playing games with him she’d find out he 
could outplay her. If he were right, he knew that somewhere, 
somehow, Todd would know and understand why he was doing it. If 
he were wrong, he’d spend a helluva long time finding ways to 
apologize to an old friend. But he had to find out. 

Nick leaned down and let his tongue circle her straining lips. She 
gave a shudder as he pressed his lips onto hers, now moving his 
tongue inside her mouth, and her arms circled his neck like a vise. The 
buttons of the hostess gown pulled out of their loops and he felt the 
warmth of her straining breasts. She had nothing on under the gown 
and he took one small, pointed breast in his hand. It was soft and 
excitingly eager, the nipple already standing straight, beckoning to 
him. He let his lips find it and Vivian arched her back and the rest of 
the loops unleashed their buttons and the gown fell apart, revealing 
her rounded belly, her small writhing hips, the yearning, pulsing 
concavity that the Orientals call the gate of rapture. They slipped from 
the couch onto the soft pile of the rug and Vivian moaned and sobbed, 
clutching him to her in a feverish embrace as her hands tore at his 
trousers, pushing them from the lean, flat hardness of his abdomen. 

“Oh, God, God,” she breathed, eyes tightly closed, moving both 
hands over his body, pressing and stroking and rubbing. When he 
moved over onto her body he felt the wiry strength in it and her legs 
came up to grip him. She locked her arms around his neck and pulled 
herself up tight against him, rubbing her breasts against his chest in a 
swaying motion. He made love to her quickly, almost brutally and she 
gasped and sobbed in ecstasy, the smoky eyes now glazed over with a 
strange, unworldly expression. When it came to her she cried out with 
a small, animal-like whimper and fell back, unlocking her arms from 
around his neck and her legs from around his body. Nick looked down 
at her. He had found out a lot and as he watched her get up on one 
elbow he saw her smoke-gray eyes studying him closely. She drew 
back, raised one hand to her face and half-turned away. 

“My God,” she sobbed. “What have I done? What must you think 
of me?” 

Damm! Nick swore inwardly. She had read his own expression and 
seen that he was regarding her as something less than a grieving 
widow. She had slipped on the hostess gown but left it unbuttoned 
and leaned against his chest again. 

“[?’m so ashamed,” she sobbed. “So terribly ashamed. You’ve got to 
understand, Nick. I don’t even like to talk about it but I must with 
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you. 

She was back-pedaling fast, Nick saw. He even found himself 
admiring her ability to shift gears so quickly. 

“Todd was so involved with that plant,” she sobbed. “He hadn’t 
touched me in months, not that I blamed him. He had too many 
problems. He was exhausted and distracted beyond all normality. But 
I’ve been starved, Nick, and tonight, with you here beside me, I guess 
everything just blew apart. I couldn’t help myself, that’s all. You do 
understand, don’t you, Nick. It’s important to me that you 
understand.” 

“Sure, honey, I understand,” he said soothingly. “Those things just 
happen sometimes.” Inwardly, he said to himself, you’re no more the 
grieving widow than I am Queen of the Carnival but I want you to go 
right on thinking you’re being clever. Nick pulled her against his chest 
and the unbuttoned gown let one soft, warm breast rest against him. 
She sighed and snuggled down against him, half-turning for him to 
stroke her breast. 

“This man Rojadas,” Nick casually asked as he let his fingers idly 
trace imaginary lines around the pink little nipple, “did Todd know 
him personally?” 

“T wouldn’t know, Nick,” she sighed contentedly. “Todd always 
kept me out of his business life. I don’t even want to talk about it any 
more, Nick. I want to talk about tomorrow. When I get to the States I 
want us to get together. Things would be, well, different, then, and I 
know we could enjoy each other more.” 

She obviously wanted to turn aside any further questions. He 
hadn’t figured her role in this yet but the name of Vivian Dennison 
had to be added to the list, a list that grew longer everytime he turned 
around. 

“Tt’s getting late, Vivian, doll,” Nick said, tucking her breast back 
into the gown and sitting her up. “It’s past my bedtime.” 

“All right, ’m tired, too,” she agreed. “Of course, I won’t sleep 
with you, Nick. I hope you understand that. What happened just now, 
well ... it just happened, but going to bed together, it just wouldn’t be 
right.” 

She was back playing it straight again, proper and demure. The 
smoke-gray eyes, glancing quickly up at him, confirmed that much. 
Okay, he could be as phony as needed. He’d go along with it. In fact, 
once again, he’d go her one better. 

“Sure thing, honey,” he said. “You’re completely right.” He stood 
up and pulled her toward him, pressing her body against his. He held 
her there and slowly moved his leg, inserting the smoothly muscled 
limb in between hers. He felt her breath shorten, felt her muscles 
tighten in desire and he lifted her chin to look down into those eyes, 


now heavy with animal desire. It was killing her to hold to her role 
and he smiled down at her. 

“You run on to bed now, my dear,” he said. Her body fought for 
control, her lips said good night and her eyes called him a bastard. 
She turned and walked into the master bedroom, pausing at the door 
to look back at him. 

“You will do what I’ve asked, won’t you, Nick?” she said, a 
pleading, little-girl note in her voice. “You will drop this whole ugly 
business for me, won’t you?” 

She wasn’t as clever as she thought she was but he had to admire 
one thing, she kept her eyes on the ball. She was still with it. 

“Sure, honey,” Nick answered and watched as her eyes searched 
his, trying to find some sign as to whether she could believe him. “I 
wouldn’t he to you, Vivian,” he added. It seemed to satisfy her and she 
toned away. He wasn’t lying either. He would drop the whole thing, 
just as soon as he’d gotten to the bottom of it. He went to bed 
knowing that he’d never made love to a woman and enjoyed it less. 

The next morning he sat down to breakfast served by a maid, and 
Vivian greeted him in a sober black dress with a white lace collar, 
properly sweet with just the right touch of subdued sadness. 
Telegrams and letters were arriving from all over the world and she 
was on the phone all through breakfast. There were two cables for 
Nick, both from Hawk, delivered by special messenger from Todd’s 
office where they had been sent. Hawk had used the simplified code, 
too, he was glad to see. He could translate it as he read it, sitting 
across from Vivian at the small, circular glass breakfast table. The first 
cable gave him a grim kind of satisfaction as it reaffirmed his own 
suspicions. 


“Checked out all sources in Portugal. No Rojadas known any 
newspaper or news agency. No file here on that name, either. Checked 
British and French Intelligence. Nothing on him anyplace. Enjoying 
vacation?” 


“Very funny,” Nick grunted. 

“What did you say?” Vivian asked, interrupting her own phone 
conversation. 

“Nothing,” Nick said. “Just a cable from the poor man’s Groucho 
Marx.” 

The blind alley on the Portuguese journalist lead didn’t surprise 
Nick but if AXE had no file on the man that did mean something. 
Jorge said he wasn’t homegrown so he had to come from somewhere 
and it wasn’t the story he had given for publication. Nick doubted that 
Jorge was trying to hand him a fairy tale. Jorge, and a lot of others, 


undoubtedly had swallowed the Portuguese ex-journalist line in all 
good faith. Nick opened the second cable. 


“Two and a half million illegal gold shipment destined for Rio 
intercepted here. Can you connect? Good vacation weather down 
there?” 


Nick crumpled the cables and lighted a match to them. No, he 
hadn’t any way of connecting anything yet but there was a 
connection, that was certain. Rojadas and money, there was a direct 
line some place between the two. It didn’t take that kind of dough to 
elect the police chief of a mountain village but Rojadas was spending 
money and getting it from some place. Two and a half million in gold, 
exchanged for dollars or cruzeiros, could buy a lot of people and a lot 
of things—guns, for instance. If Rojadas was being financed from 
outside the question was who and why. And where did Todd’s death 
fit into this? He waved at Vivian and slipped out of the apartment. A 
meeting with this Rojadas was now a must, but first he would pay 
Maria Hawes a visit. A man’s secretary often knows more about him 
than his wife. He remembered the faint redness around those big, 
black eyes. 


Chapter V 


The redness around those lovely eyes was gone but the eyes were 
deeply sad, reflecting a terrible melancholy. Maria Hawes had on a 
deep-red shirtwaist dress, and her round, full breasts pulled tight 
against the fabric. 

Todd’s office turned out to be small and neat, more of an in-town 
base, and Maria was the only occupant. He was glad of that. He 
wanted to talk to her quietly and he had feared a noisy, distracting 
office. She had greeted him with a tired smile that was nonetheless 
warm. Nick had already decided on what he would do. It would be 
callous and harsh but this was a time for short-cuts and it would tell 
him one important thing and tell him quickly. 

“Senhor Carter,” Maria Hawes said. “It is so nice to see you again. 
Tell me, have you found out anything more?” 

“A little,” Nick answered. “But that’s not why I’m here this 
morning. I came to see you.” 

“T am flattered, Senhor,” the girl said. 

“First, you call me Nick,” he replied. “I wouldn’t want to be formal 
with you.” 

“All right, Senhor ... Nick,” she corrected herself. “What is it you 
want?” 

“Not much, or a whole lot,” he said. “It all depends on how you 
look at it.” He moved around the desk to lean on the edge of it 
alongside her chair. 

“T’m here on a vacation, Maria,” he said. “I want to have some fun, 
see the sights, have a personal guide and enjoy the Carnival with 
somebody.” 

A small frown was beginning to gather at the edges of her 
eyebrows. She was uncertain and a little confused and nonplussed as 
yet. She was playing it cautiously. It was time to bear down. 

“What I’m saying is that I’d like you to spend the time with me,” 
he said. “I’ll make it worth your while, honey. I’ve heard you Brazilian 
girls are a special kind of volcano. I want to find out.” 

Her eyes had become blacker and her lips were tightened. He 
could see the slow boil steaming to a fast head. 

“Look,” he said, “you’re not going to be busy now. How about a 
little sample to start with?” 

He leaned over quickly, before she could move, and pressed hard 
upon her soft, full lips, letting his tongue just flick at them. He was 
holding her too close for her to swing but she tried as she tore herself 
away and leaped to her feet. Those soft eyes were now black lightning 


flashing out at him, and her breasts rose and fell in lovely rhythm as 
she breathed in anger. 

“How dare you?” she shot out at him. “I thought you were Senhor 
Todd’s good friend and this is all you can think about at a time like 
this? Have you no respect for him, no honor, no sense of decency? I ... 
I am shocked by this. Please get out of this office at once.” 

“Now, now,” Nick continued. “You’re just a little upset. I could 
make you forget everything that’s happened.” 

“You! ... You! ...” she stammered, unable to find words in her fury. 
“T don’t know what to call you. Senhor Todd said wonderful things 
about you when he heard you were coming. It is good he does not 
know what you are really like. He said you were the greatest of all 
international agents, that you were loyal and honest and a true friend. 
And now you come here and want me to have a good time with you 
when Senhor Todd has been dead only one day? Get out, do you hear 
me? Get out!” 

Nick smiled to himself. His first question had been answered. 
There was no cleverness here, no phony act, just plain, old-fashioned 
moral anger. He wasn’t quite through testing, though. 

“Okay,” he said casually. “’'m thinking of dropping the whole 
investigation anyway.” 

Once again he saw the girl’s eyes widen in angry disbelief. She 
clapped her hands to her ears. 

“I ... I must be hearing things,” she said. “How can you even talk 
like that? It wouldn’t be right, it wouldn’t be fair. Don’t you want to 
find out who killed Sehnor Todd? Don’t you care about anything 
except pleasing yourself?” 

She stopped, fought for control of her anger and folded her arms 
across her full, lovely breasts. She spoke to him through tight lips, 
measuring each word. 

“Look here,” she began, “from what Senhor Todd told me of you, 
you are the one man who could get at the truth. All right, you want 
me to spend the Carnival with you? You want to know about Brazilian 
girls? I’ll do this, I'll do whatever you want if you promise me you will 
find Senhor Todd’s murderer. We make, how you say, a bargain, yes?” 

Nick’s eyes danced and he broke into a wide grin. This girl’s 
feelings ran deeply. She was willing to pay a high price for what she 
believed was right. Beneath that soft, luscious exterior she had self- 
sacrificing guts. She was the first one who wasn’t asking him to back 
off. It was refreshing. It was time to level with her, he decided. 

“Okay, Maria Hawes,” he said. “Simmer down. You don’t have to 
strike any bargains with me. I had to find something out for myself 
and this was the quickest way to do it.” 

“You had to find out something?” she said, eyeing him warily. 


“About me?” 

“Yes, about you,” he answered. “I had to know something. I was 
testing your loyalty to Todd, first.” 

“You were testing me,” she repeated, half-pouting. 

“T was testing you,” Nick said. “And you came through beautifully. 
I’m not dropping the investigation, Maria, not until I’ve found out the 
truth. But I need help and honest information. You can believe me, 
Maria.” 

“T want to believe you, Senhor Carter,” she said simply, her eyes 
now soft again, looking deeply into his. 

“You can,” he said. “Were you in love with Todd, Maria?” 

The girl turned and looked out through the small single window in 
the office. When she answered, she spoke slowly, choosing her words 
carefully as she continued to look out the window. 

“Love?” she said, a sadness in her voice. “I wish I knew what that 
really means. I don’t know if I was in love with Senhor Todd. I do 
know that he was the finest, the kindest, the most considerate man I 
have ever known. I had a great respect, a deep admiration for him. 
Maybe what I felt for him was a kind of love. If I loved him it was my 
own secret, something kept within myself, and there was never, never 
anything that, how you say, went on between us. He was a very moral 
man, Senhor Todd was. He felt deeply about right and wrong and 
moral positions. It carried over into the work he did and his reasons 
for building the plant. Neither he nor I would ever do anything to 
cause us to lose respect for each other or for ourselves. I am no prude, 
but my feelings for Senhor Todd ran too deeply to abuse them by 
soiling them.” 

She turned to Nick and her head, held high, her eyes both sad and 
proud, gave her a regal quality of real beauty, a beauty of the spirit as 
well as the body. 

“Perhaps I have not said well what I want to say, Senhor Carter,” 
she said. “But it is something very personal. You are the only one to 
whom I have ever spoke about this.” 

“And you spoke very clearly, Maria,” Nick said. “I understand 
completely. You know, not everyone feels as you do. There are those 
who say I should drop the whole thing. Vivian Dennison for one. She 
says that what is done is done and finding the killer won’t change 
that.” 

“Is that what she told you?” Maria said, her eyes instantly 
beginning to flash fire again. “Maybe it’s just that she doesn’t care, 
have you ever thought about that?” 

“[ve thought about it,” Nick said blandly, managing not to smile. 
“What makes you think that?” 

“Because she has never cared about Senhor Todd, about his work, 


about the things he felt deeply about,” Maria Hawes angrily answered. 
“She didn’t care about the things which were important to him. All 
she did was fight with him about the plant. She wanted him to stop 
building it.” 

“You know this to be a fact, Maria?” 

“T’ve heard her say it myself, heard her fighting with him,” the girl 
shot back. “She knew that the plant was costing money, too much 
money, money she wanted to spend on herself. She wanted Senhor 
Todd to spend his money on luxurious villas in Europe and yachts for 
her.” 

Maria’s eyes reflected a mixture of anger and disgust as she spoke 
of Vivian. It was not merely female jealousy, not with this deep and 
sincere girl. She bore a real contempt for Vivian and he realized he 
agreed with her. 

“T need you to tell me everything you can about all you know,” 
Nick said. “This man Rojadas, did he and Todd know each other?” 

Maria’s eyes darkened. “Rojadas approached Senhor Todd only a 
few days ago, but it was very secret. How did you know about it?” 

“I read tea leaves,” Nick said. “Go on.” 

“Rojadas offered Senhor Todd a lot of money to buy the plant as it 
now stands, half-finished. Senhor Todd refused.” 

“Did Rojadas say why he wanted to buy the half-finished plant?” 

“Rojadas said he wanted to buy it so his party could finish it for 
the people, that they were the proper ones to help the people and it 
would gain them many new adherents. But Senhor Todd was 
suspicious of these reasons. He told me he did not believe Rojadas, 
who has neither the knowledge nor trained men nor equipment to 
finish the plant or to run it. Rojadas wanted Senhor Todd to clear out 
altogether.” 

“T see,” Nick mused, thinking aloud. “It might have made some 
sense if he’d asked Todd to stay on and finish it. But this way, it 
doesn’t add up. What did Rojadas say when Todd refused?” 

“He was very angry and Senhor Todd was disturbed. He said he 
could handle the animosity of the big landowners; that was out in the 
open. But Rojadas was frightening.” 

“You say Rojadas offered a lot of money. How much money?” 

“Over two million dollars.” 

Nick whistled softly, and Hawk’s wire suddenly came alive in his 
mind. The two and a half million in gold they’d intercepted was 
destined for Rojadas who was intending to use it to buy Todd’s plant. 
The long arm of coincidence wasn’t that long. That had to be the 
answer but the real answers, why and who was coining up with that 
land of loot, were still open. 

“Them’s a lot of acorns for a poor peasant leader to have stored 


away,” Nick said to Maria. “How was Rojadas going to give Todd all 
this money? Did he mention any bank accounts?” 

“No, Senhor Todd was to contact someone, a go-between who 
would handle the money transaction.” 

Nick felt his blood tingling as it always did when he was getting 
onto something. A go-between meant only one thing. Whoever was 
furnishing the money wasn’t taking any chances on Rojadas getting 
his hands on it and perhaps squandering it away or skipping off with 
it. There was a control factor working here, a behind-the-scenes 
manipulation. Todd’s plant and his death could have been only a by- 
product of something much bigger. He turned to the girl again. 

“A name, Maria,” he said. “I need a name. Did Todd mention the 
name of this go-between?” 

“Yes, I wrote it down here in my memo book. I can find it 
quickly,” she said, riffling through the pages of a desk pad. “Here it is, 
Albert Sollimage. He is an importer, and his place is in the Pier Maua 
district.” 

Nick was on his feet, checking the Luger in its shoulder holster as a 
matter of habit. He paused and put one finger under Maria’s chin, 
lifting it up. 

“No testing, Maria, and no bargains,” he said. “Maybe when this is 
all over we could begin again. You are one beautiful girl.” 

The limpid black eyes were soft and Maria broke into a smile that 
lighted the room. “I think Id like that, Nick,” she said softly, a 
promise in her voice. The promise was like her, simmering 
excitement, a banked fire willing to burn brightly. Nick brushed her 
lips lightly and hurried out of the office and into his car. 

The Pier Maua section was in the northern part of Rio, and he 
found the small store simply marked, IMPORTS-ALBERT SOLLIMAGE. 
The window was painted black so there was no looking in from the 
outside. It was a rather shabby street, bordered by warehouses and 
decaying buildings. Nick parked around the corner and approached on 
foot. This was his first real lead, and he didn’t want to blow it. A go- 
between for two million iron men was more than a simple importer. 
He would have solid information and Nick intended to get it, one way 
or another. This thing was building into something big and building 
fast. He still intended to find Todd’s killer but more and more he was 
becoming convinced he’d been chasing the tail and not the dog. When 
he did find Todd’s killer, he would find a lot more, too. He let his 
mind toy with the possibilities. The Russians? The Chinese Reds? They 
were playing around everywhere these days. He was still wondering 
when he entered the little shop. The entrance room was small, a 
narrow counter to one side and a number of vases, figurines of wood 
and clay, and bolts of fabric lying about and poking up out of opened 


packing cases. Two smaller rear windows were covered with steel 
shutters. A narrow doorway led into the back of the store. Nick 
pressed down upon a small bell fastened to the counter top. It tinkled 
gently and he waited. Nobody showed and he pressed the bell again. 
He called out and listened for some sound from the back of the store. 
There was nothing and suddenly he had a chill feeling, that sixth 
sense of trouble he had learned never to ignore. He walked around the 
counter and stuck his head through the narrow doorway leading to 
the back of the store. The rear room was a ceiling-high clutter of rows 
of wooden crates and corrugated packing cases with narrow aisles 
between them. 

“Mr. Sollimage?” Nick called out again. He moved into the 
storeroom and peered around the first narrow aisle. He felt his 
muscles tighten involuntarily as he saw the figure lying on the floor, 
crumpled alongside a packing case, a line of red, wet and fresh, 
running down the side of his face from a small hole in his temple. His 
eyes were open in the sightless stare of the dead. Nick kneeled down 
beside the figure and reached into the man’s suit, finding the wallet in 
the inner pocket. Albert Sollimage was the name in the wallet. 

Suddenly he could feel the hairs on the back of his neck tingling, 
the primordial animal sensitivity that was a basic part of him. Instinct 
told him death was very close, experience told him there was no time 
to turn to meet it. Kneeling down beside the dead man he had but one 
move and he took it, pitching himself forward across the body. As he 
did so, he felt the sharp, stinging pain of something raking across his 
temple. The death-blow had missed but not before leaving a thin line 
of red trickling down the side of his head. As he did a half somersault 
and came up on his feet, he saw his assailant stepping over the body 
of Sollimage and advancing on him. The man was tall, wearing a 
black suit, with the same flat, tight cheekbones of the man in the 
Caddie. He held a walking stick in his right hand, but it was a walking 
stick with a difference. Nick saw the two-inch steel spike jutting out at 
a right angle from the head of the walking stick. Silent, nasty and 
highly effective, Nick concluded instantly; obviously what had done in 
Sollimage. As the man moved toward him, Nick found himself going 
backwards. Soon he would be against the wall and trapped. He let 
Hugo drop from the leather sheath up his sleeve, felt the reassuring 
touch of the stiletto in his palm. 

He threw it with a fast flick of his wrist. His assailant had seen it, 
though, and gotten a fraction’s jump on it, flattening himself against a 
crate as the blade flashed by within a hairsbreadth of his chest. Nick 
followed the stiletto with a rush of his own only to be met by a 
wicked, upward blow of the spiked walking stick. The tall man swung 
again in wide arcs as he advanced on Nick. He used the dammed 


walking stick like a scythe, the vicious spike cutting a deadly arc 
through the air. Nick saw he was out of backing room. He didn’t want 
noise, either, but noise was better than death. He reached into his 
jacket for the Luger. His assailant was alert and fast, though, and 
when he saw Nick’s hand reaching into the jacket he leaped forward, 
bringing the spike down hard as Nick managed to draw the Luger. 
Nick felt the vicious spike plunge into his forearm. His hand opened 
involuntarily, and the Luger clattered to the floor. Pressing the spike 
into Nick’s arm, the man kicked the Luger away with one foot. This 
was not one of Rojadas’s bumblers but a trained, capable professional 
killer, Nick realized. But catching the weapon in Nick’s forearm had 
brought him within range. Gritting his teeth against the deep pain in 
his arm, Nick swung a left that caught the tall man flush on the point 
of the jaw. It was enough to give Nick the moment he desperately 
needed. The other rocked back on his heels and Nick, tearing his arm 
free of the spike, ducked away from a countering right thrown by his 
assailant and raced down the narrow aisle. The man’s kick had sent 
the gun skittering off among the crates some place and without the 
gun Nick knew he had to find something and find it quick. The tall 
man was too deadly with his spiked walking stick. Nick darted down 
one of the other passageways, hearing the soft thud of rubber-soled 
shoes behind him. Too late, he saw this passageway was another dead 
end. He turned and the tall man was there, blocking the one exit, 
walking stick upraised again. The man hadn’t uttered a sound, the 
hallmark of the professional killer. 

The walls of packing cases and crates formed a perfect trap, 
narrowing his room to move, giving the man with the weapon 
maximum advantage. But wait, maybe the very elements of his trap 
were his one chance. Nick shot a glance at the man advancing slowly. 
The bastard wasn’t in any hurry, sadistically relishing the moment, 
knowing he had his quarry boxed in. Moving backwards still further to 
give himself precious split-seconds of time and room, Nick reached up 
and yanked hard at the top crate of the last stack. The crate 
shuddered, swayed and toppled down to the floor, splintering one 
corner. Nick wrapped his arms about it and, bringing his powerful 
back and shoulder muscles into play, lifted the crate to hold it in front 
of him, a huge, wooden shield covering his body. With the crate held 
in front of him he ran forward, leg muscles driving as hard as he 
could. Over the top of the crate he saw the man’s arm strike out with 
the spiked walking stick in a futile effort and then he was on him, 
smashing the crate into him, running him down as a bulldozer would 
run down a sapling. He dropped the crate on the other man as he felt 
his opponent crumple to the ground. Vaulting over the crate as it 
rested uncertainly on the tall man, Nick pulled it loose, saw his 


opponent’s blood-smeared face. The tall man rolled to one side and 
came up on his knee. He was a tough bird, Nick saw. The man dived 
at him and Nick met the attack with his knee, upraised to catch the 
other’s jaw. The man gasped, stumbled and fell forward, rolled over 
and Nick saw his hand reaching into his suit pocket. Nick leaped 
forward as he saw the small revolver, not much larger than a 
Derringer, appear in the man’s hand. His kick, perfectly aimed, struck 
the gun just as the man pulled the trigger, knocking the gun upwards 
and out of the killer’s hand. The report was a small one, hardly louder 
than that of a cap pistol, but the spout of blood which gushed from 
over the man’s right eye was unmistakably final. Damn, Nick swore. 
He hadn’t wanted this. The man could have supplied information. 

Nick rifled through the black suit to find that, as with the man in 
the Caddie, this one carried no identification of any kind. Certain 
definite elements were clear though, now. This was not just a local 
operation. There were professionals giving direction and beef to it. 
Two and a half million dollars had been destined for Rojadas with 
which to buy Todd’s plant. That money had been intercepted, so they 
had moved fast to tie up any loose ends. Silencing the go-between, 
Sollimage, was virtually standard operating procedure for 
professionals, and they had followed the book faithfully. Nick had the 
distinct feeling of sitting on a powder keg and not knowing where or 
when it was to explode except that it would be soon. Their decisions 
to kill, to take no chances with anyone, Todd, Sollimage, himself, was 
evidence that things were reaching the exploding point. He didn’t 
know where the Association fitted into the picture, or Vivian 
Dennison. That wasn’t too important to him at the moment. What he 
needed was another lead, something to replace Sollimage. Jorge 
Pilatto might provide him with one. Nick decided it was time to give 
the man all the facts—a calculated risk, but risks were more than a 
part of this game, they were the heart and soul of it. 

Nick picked up the walking stick and examined it. He found the 
spike could be made to disappear into the head of the handle by 
turning the top of the stick. When turned in reverse, the spike 
emerged and locked into place at a right angle. A neat, sophisticated 
piece of business, he realized admiringly, carefully hand-made, 
carefully thought out, the kind of bit Special Effects would come up 
with. It was definitely not something that would come out of a band 
of peasant revolutionaries. Nick dropped the stick beside the body of 
Albert Sollimage. Might as well make it easy for the cops when they 
found him. Without the murder weapon, that neat, round little hole in 
his temple could be quite a puzzler. Nick retrieved Hugo from the 
wall, scouted around until he found the Luger and then sauntered 
from the store. There were few people on the street and he walked 


slowly to where he’d parked the car. He drove off, turned down the 
Avenida Presidente Vargas and headed out of the city for Los Reyes. 
Once on the estrada he opened up and the car roared through the 
mountains. Sometime, he concluded, when he wasn’t in such a 
dammed hurry, this could be a pleasant, scenic drive. All he had been 
able to do up to now was to concentrate on keeping the car on the 
road. Perhaps he’d drive it again some day and relax. Perhaps with 
Maria Hawes. 


Chapter VI 


When Nick reached Los Reyes, Jorge was away on a call and a man 
in a police uniform, obviously an aide, told him the Chief would be 
back in about an hour. It seemed two farmers had gotten into a fight 
over fence rights. Nick decided to wait outside in the warm sun and as 
he watched the slow, unhurried movement of the town he found 
himself wishing he could be so untouched by urgency. Yet this was a 
world beset by urgency, by men rushing to destroy each other, by 
ideas brought into headlong conflict by ambitious men. Even this little 
village was a deception of sorts. There were hidden forces beneath the 
casual facade, long-held angers and injustices which needed only the 
right spark to turn into a towering flame. Of such seemingly placid, 
unhurried people, cunning and ruthless men _ fashioned their 
ambitions, turning honest grievances to suit their plans, using old 
injustices as fuel for their own purposes. The casual, leisurely pace of 
the village only added to Nick’s impatience and he was eagerly 
grateful to see Jorge finally drive up. 

Inside the office, Nick led off with the three men who had meant 
to kill him. When he’d finished, he put the three white cards with 
their red dots on the desk. The Brazilian’s jaw set and his lips 
tightened. He said nothing as Nick went on. When Nick had finished, 
he leaned back in the swivel chair, his deep eyes serious, regarding 
Nick with a long, speculative look. 

“You have said a lot, Senhor Nick,” Jorge said. “And in a very 
short time you have uncovered a lot of very disturbing information. I 
do not have answers for any of it except one thing and that is the 
three who attacked you. They were sent by the Association, of that I 
am sure. The fact that each carried one of the Novo Dia recognition 
cards is of no importance.” 

“T’d say it was important as hell, Nick countered. 

“No, amigo,” the Brazilian said. “They could be a member of the 
Novo Dia party and still be hired by the Association. Rojadas, my 
friend, has many around him, many who have flocked to his banner. 
They are not all angels. In fact, most of them are men with little 
education, from the poorest of backgrounds, men who have done 
almost everything in their lifetime. If the Gold Ones offered a good 
price, as I am sure they did, it would not be hard to find three such 
men in these mountains.” 

“And what of the money Rojadas offered to Senhor Todd, Jorge?” 
Nick asked. “Where was he going to get that? I say that the money 
was the illegal shipment intercepted in the States.” 


“Maybe Rojadas has come upon those with money to help him,” 
Jorge answered stubbornly. “Is that wrong? Money is important to 
what he wants to do. It seems to me that you have a, what you call, a 
complex. Everything that has happened you tie in with Rojadas. You 
want to blacken his name and that is something which makes me very 
suspicious.” 

“If there are any complexes flying around, chum, I’d say you had 
the biggest one. For a Police Chief you refuse to face facts. You won’t 
solve many cases that way.” 

He saw the fire leap into the man’s eyes as Jorge pushed the chair 
back and swiveled around it. 

“T face facts,” he said angrily. “The major fact is that Rojadas is a 
man of the people. He wants to help the people. Why would such a 
man want to prevent Senhor Todd from completing his plant? You 
answer that for me I” 

“Such a man wouldn’t want to stop the plant,” Nick admitted. 

“At last!” Jorge shouted triumphantly. “How much more obvious 
can it be?” 

“There you go again, jumping to the obvious,” Nick answered. “I 
said that such a man wouldn’t want to stop the plant. But what if 
Rojadas is not such a man?” 

Jorge recoiled, almost as though he had been physically struck. His 
brows came together in an angry frown. 

“What are you trying to say?” he growled. 

“What if Rojadas were a power hungry extremist backed from 
outside, someone sent in to cause trouble?” Nick asked, realizing he 
had to take it all the way now, regardless of how angry Jorge was to 
become. “What is the one thing such a man must have? He must have 
a dissatisfied people, a people without hope, without the promise of 
something better to come. He must have a people he can arouse, a 
people he can stir up because they have nowhere else to look. To such 
a man, it is vital that the people remain that way until he is ready to 
use them. Senhor Todd’s plant would have changed all that. It would 
have, as you pointed out yourself, brought good wages, jobs, new 
opportunities to the people. Most of all, it would have brought them 
hope. It would have improved their lives directly and indirectly. This, 
such a man cannot permit. For his own ends, the people must be kept 
abject, restless, poverty stricken. Those who are given hope and 
material improvements cannot be manipulated and stirred like those 
without hope. The plant, even the near-completion of it, would 
deprive such a man of his main approach to the people.” 

“T won’t listen to this kind of talk any longer,” Jorge said, on his 
feet and shouting now. “What right have you to come here and say 
things like that, to try to throw dirt on the man, the only man, who 


has tried to help these poor people? A group of men threaten you and 
you ignore that yet you try to twist things so you can blame Rojadas. 
Why?” 

“The Association didn’t try to buy the plant from Senhor Todd,” 
Nick said. “They admitted they were happy to see it stopped. Stupidly 
honest, they were. And there’s one last item I haven’t told you. I had 
Rojadas checked out. Nobody in Portugal ever heard of him.” 

“T won’t believe you,” Jorge shouted back. “You are nothing more 
than a representative of the wealthy. You’re not here to solve this but 
only to tear down Rojadas. That’s all you’ve tried to do. You are all fat 
cats in America. You cannot stand to see one of your own kind blamed 
for murder.” 

The Brazilian’s hands clenched and unclenched. With effort he 
caught hold of himself, stood erect, his head held proudly, defiantly. 

“T want you to get out at once,” Jorge said. “I can have you 
deported by informing the Ministry that I have information that you 
are an undesirable, a troublemaker. I want you to leave here, leave 
Brazil, or I will do that.” 

There was no point in further argument, not at this time, Nick saw. 
Jorge Pilatto’s attitudes wouldn’t be changed by debate but only by 
his own inner realizations. He had to count on the man’s native 
common sense and personal pride. He decided to give that pride one 
final swipe. 

“All right,” Nick said, pausing at the door. “I’ve seen the only 
village in the world with a blind man as Police Chief.” 

He walked out grateful he didn’t understand Portuguese that well 
as Jorge erupted. 

When he arrived back in Rio night had fallen and he headed for 
Vivian Dennison’s apartment. His arm was throbbing with increasing 
pain where the spike had plunged deeply. The wound was no doubt 
infected already. He would put some sterilizing powder on it. He 
always carried a small vial in his suitcase. But more than the arm 
throbbed. Nick’s mind pulsated with the knowledge that time was 
running out. It wasn’t the knowledge rising from factual information 
but from instinct. Vivian Dennison was a phony and he would bear 
down on her tonight. If she knew anything vital he would find it out 
before the evening was over. 

She answered the door in a lime-colored pair of lounging pajamas, 
pulled him into the room and closed her mouth on his. Then she 
stepped away, eyes downcast. 

“Forgive me, Nick,” she said. “But I’ve worried so about you, not 
hearing from you all day. I just had to do that.” 

You just had to give me a taste of it, baby, Nick said to himself. He 
excused himself, went into the room and treated his arm, unbuttoned 


his collar and emerged to find Vivian waiting on the couch. 

“T felt like having drinks made for me tonight,” she smiled. “The 
bar’s over there, Nick. Don’t overdo the water.” 

Nick walked over to the bar and lifted the cover of the long, 
cherrywood movable bar unit. The back of the cover was aluminum to 
absorb splashes and spillage. Propped up on its hinges, it was like a 
mirror, revealing Vivian Dennison watching Nick with those 
smoldering eyes. There was a definite odor to the living room, Nick’s 
nostrils caught, an odor that hadn’t been there yesterday nor last 
night. It was an odor he knew but couldn’t instantly place. 

“How about Manhattans?” he asked, taking out the vermouth 
bottle. 

“Great,” the girl answered. “I’ll bet you make a good one.” 

“Good enough,” Nick said, trying to identify the odor 
unobtrusively. He moved over to the edge of the bar where a small, 
gold wastebasket stood and dropped in the plastic seal he’d broken 
from the vermouth bottle. As he did so he saw the half-smoked cigar 
lying at the bottom of the wastebasket. Of course, he knew at once, 
that was the odor, cigar and good Havana cigar, too. 

“What did you do all day?” he asked blandly, stirring the drinks. 
“Have company?” 

“Nobody except the maid,” Vivian answered. “I spent most of the 
morning on the phone, and then this afternoon I started packing. I 
didn’t want company. I just wanted to be alone.” 

Nick set the drinks down on the coffee table and he knew what he 
was going to do. This little minx had tried to con him long enough but 
more than that, with every he, with every glance of those smoldering 
eyes and every thrust of those pointed breasts she was spitting on 
Todd’s memory. He didn’t know exactly how or where she fitted into 
the picture but, he had decided, she was a first-rate little bitch in any 
case. He downed his Manhattan with one long pull and saw Vivian’s 
eyebrows raise slightly. He sat down on the couch beside her and 
smiled. 

“All right, Vivian,” he said pleasantly, “the game’s over. You are 
going to start leveling with me.” 

An instant wariness leaped into her eyes and she frowned. 

“What?” she asked. “I don’t understand, Nick.”. 

“You understand,” he smiled. It was his deadly smile, and 
unfortunately she didn’t read it. “Start talking. If you don’t know 
where to begin let’s start with telling me who your visitor was this 
afternoon.” 

“Nick,” she laughed lightly. “You’re not making sense. What’s the 
matter?” 

He slapped her, right across the face with all his might. Her 


Manhattan flew half-way across the room and the force of the slap 
knocked her onto the floor. With her eyes still crossed he picked her 
up and, holding her with one hand, slapped her again, not as hard this 
time but hard enough to make her head swivel. He dropped her back 
onto the couch. Now there was fear in those smoldering eyes—open, 
undisguised fear. 

“T don’t like doing this,” Nick said to her. “It’s not my cup of tea 
but my mother told me that there’d be a lot of things in life I’d have to 
do even if I didn’t like doing them. So, baby, I’d suggest you start 
leveling with me or I'll get it out of you the hard way. I know you had 
somebody here this afternoon. A cigar is in the wastebasket and the 
smell of cigar is all over the place. Coming in from outside as I just did 
it’s much more noticeable, a little item you didn’t figure on. Now who 
was it?” 

She glowered at him, her lips tight. She turned her head away. He 
reached out, grabbed her short, blond hair and pulled her forward. As 
she hit the floor she screamed in pain. Still holding her by the hair he 
lifted her head up and raised his hand. 

“No! Oh, no, please!” she gasped, her eyes half-turned up into her 
head, wild with fear again. 

“If only for Todd, I’d enjoy giving you what you deserve,” Nick 
said. “But I’m not here to indulge my personal feelings. I’m here to get 
at the truth. Now, are you ready to talk or do you want some more 
samples?” 

“Tl talk,” she choked out. “Please let go ... you’re hurting me so!” 

Nick lifted her by the hair and she screamed again. He threw her 
on the couch, saw her draw her legs up protectively. She sat up, 
gazing up at him with grudging respect mixed with hatred. 

“Give me another drink, first,” she said. “Please. I ... I need one.” 

“Okay,” he said. “I’m an agreeable fellow.” He went over to the bar 
and started to mix another Manhattan. A good drink might help 
loosen her tongue. As he stirred the ingredients he glanced up at the 
aluminum back of the bar top. Vivian Dennison was not on the couch 
and then suddenly he saw her head reappear. She was up and 
advancing toward him. In one hand she was holding a very sharp, 
very ugly letter opener with a brass handle in the shape of a dragon’s 
head. Nick didn’t move except to pour the Manhattan from the shaker 
into a glass. She was almost up to him now, and he saw her hand raise 
to plunge the letter opener into him. With one lightning-quick motion 
he flung the Manhattan over his shoulder, watched it hit her full in 
the face. She blinked her eyes involuntarily and he whirled, grabbed 
the letter opener and twisted hard. She screamed and her knees 
buckled but this time he kept his grip on her arm, turning it hard 
behind her. Again she screamed. 


“Talk and talk fast, you lying little bitch,” he said. “Did you kill 
Todd?” 

He hadn’t figured her for that but now, after she had been ready to 
kill him, he wouldn’t put it past her. 

“No,” she gasped. “No, I swear it!” 

“What did you have to do with it?” he asked, bearing down harder 
on her arm. 

“Please,” she half-screamed, half-choked. “Please stop, you’re 
killing me ... stop.” 

“Not yet,” Nick said. “But I sure as hell will if you don’t talk. What 
did you have to do with Todd’s murder.” 

“T told them ... I told them when he’d be coming from the plant, 
when he’d be alone.” 

“You fingered Todd,” Nick said. ‘You fingered your own husband.” 
He spun her around and flung her back against the edge of the couch, 
keeping one hand at the back of her hair. He had to hold back from 
breaking the little bitch in two. 

“T didn’t know they’d kill him,” she gasped. ‘You’ve got to believe 
that, I didn’t think they’d do that. I—I thought they’d just frighten 
him.” 

“IT wouldn’t believe you if you told me I was Nick Carter,” he shot 
at her. “Who are they?” 

“T can’t tell you that,” she said. “They’ll kill me.” 

He slapped her again and heard her teeth rattle. 

“Who was here this afternoon?” 

“No, I can’t tell you,” she gasped again. “They’ll kill me. They told 
me they would.” 

“You’re in a bad spot,” Nick growled at her. “Because I'll kill you if 
you don’t talk.” 

“No you won't,” she said, swallowing hard, looking at him with 
eyes defiant yet unable to hide the fear in them. “No, you won’t kill 
me,” she repeated, “but they will.” 

Nick cursed under his breath. With animal intuition she knew what 
she was saying was right. He wouldn’t kill her, not like this, not under 
ordinary circumstances. He gathered the neckline of the lounging 
pajamas up in one big hand and shook her back and forth like a rag 
doll. 

“Maybe I won’t kill you but I’ll make you wish I had,” he snarled 
at her. “What did they want here this afternoon? Why were they 
here?” 

“They wanted the money,” she gasped out. 

“What money?” he demanded, pulling the material tighter around 
her throat. 

“The money Todd had set aside for running the plant 


for the first year,” she got out. “You ... you’re choking me.” 

“Where is it?” 

“IT don’t know,” she said. “In a bank somewhere here. He 
earmarked it for operating funds, figuring the plant would be making 
a profit by the end of the first year.” 

“Who are they?” he demanded again, but she wasn’t about to be 
tripped up. She grew sullen and stubborn again. 

“T won’t tell you,” she said. 

“What did you tell them this afternoon?” Nick pressed. “They 
didn’t just walk out with nothing.” 

He saw the subtle change in her eyes and instantly knew she was 
about to try another lie. He yanked her to her feet. 

“One more lie and I won’t kill you but I’ll fix you so you’ll wish 
you were dead,” he said savagely. “What did you tell them this 
afternoon.” 

“T told them who knows where the money is, the only person who 
knows. Maria.” 

Nick felt his fingers tighten around her slender throat and saw the 
sudden fear leap starkly into her eyes. 

“T ought to kill you,” he said. “But I’ve got better plans for you. 
You’re coming with me. First we’ll pick up Maria and then I’m taking 
you to a certain Police Chief and let him have a crack at you.” 

He shoved her out into the hallway, holding her by one arm. “Let 
me put on some other clothes,” she protested. 

“No time,” he answered, shoving her down the corridor. “Where 
you’re going to wind up they’ll give you a new dress and a new broom 
to go with it.” 

His thoughts were on Maria Hawes. This vicious, self-centered 
little bitch had fingered her too. But they wouldn’t be out to kill 
Maria, not yet, anyway, not as long as she had the information they 
wanted. Still, he wanted to reach her and get her somewhere safe. 
They were hurting, that had become clear. The two million that had 
been intercepted in the States was squeezing hard. That meant that 
part, at least, had been intended for other purposes. He wondered if 
he oughtn’t to take Vivian back to the apartment and make her talk. 
He didn’t like the idea but he could do it if he had to. No, he decided, 
first Maria Hawes. Vivian had told him where Maria lived, not more 
than ten minutes by car and as they reached the revolving door in the 
lobby, Nick squeezed through one section with the girl. He wasn’t 
going to let go of this tricky little dish. They had just emerged from 
the door when the fusillade rang out. With his instant reaction time, 
Nick hit the ground, yanking Vivian down with him. But death rides 
on split-seconds and he heard the sickening sound of bullets striking 
human flesh and bone. The girl fell forward and sank into a heap at 


his head. Luger in hand, Nick turned her over. She was dead, three 
bullets had slammed into her chest. Nick looked up knowing he would 
see nothing. The gunmen had fled. They had been waiting for her and 
had struck at the first opportunity. Other people were running up 
now. 

“Stay with her,” Nick said to the first man on the scene. “I’m going 
to get a doctor.” 

He raced around the corner and got into his car. The one thing he 
didn’t need at this point was the Rio Police Force in his hair. He 
cursed himself for not having made Vivian talk. Whatever she knew 
had gone to her death with her. He sent the car skidding around a 
corner, forcing one of Rio’s popular microbuses to give way, a minor 
miracle in itself. The building where Maria Hawes lived turned out to 
be a small, unobtrusive apartment house and her number above the 
doorbell read “2-A.” He pressed the bell and raced up the stairs to see 
the door to the apartment slightly ajar. Suddenly he had a sinking 
feeling that was confirmed as he cautiously pushed the door open 
wider. He didn’t need to call out, she wouldn’t be there. The 
apartment was a shambles, furniture overturned, bureau drawers 
emptied onto the floor, her clothes strewn about. They had gotten to 
her already. But the wreckage, as he stood amid it, told him one thing. 
Maria hadn’t talked yet. If she had they wouldn’t have searched her 
place inch by inch. Oh, they’d make her talk in time, he was sure of 
that. But until she did her life would be safe. There might still be time 
to get to her, if only he knew where. 

With eyes narrowed, trained to pick up every little detail, eyes 
accustomed to seeing what others failed to see, he cast about the 
apartment. It was near the door, on the carpeted entrance hallway, 
that he found the dirt, a reddish, thick smudge. He picked up some 
and rolled it between his fingers. It was good, heavy dirt and he’d seen 
dirt like this before, always in the rich, moisture laden soil of the hills. 
The shoe or boot that had brought this into Maria’s apartment had 
come directly from the mountains. But from where? ... One of the big 
farms owned by a member of the Association? Or from the hills where 
Rojadas had his headquarters. Nick decided to stick with Rojadas. 

He raced downstairs and sent the little car hurtling out of the city 
toward the estrada. The old mission, Jorge had said, was in the 
mountains near the Barra do Pirai. He had wanted to bring Vivian to 
Jorge and convince him but now he had no more concrete evidence 
than he had before. No, he’d have to go this one alone. As he tooled 
the car along the road, he clicked the facts off in his mind. If he were 
right in his conclusions, Rojadas was playing for big stakes. He might 
use amateurish bunglers but he also had some good professionals, no 
doubt supplied by the same people who were supplying him with 


money. The stakes were a lot more than merely halting Todd’s plant, 
he was certain of that. And the Association was nothing more than a 
bothersome complication. Unless they had combined forces to achieve 
a common objective. That had been done before, in many places and 
at many times. It was a possibility but a remote one. If Rojadas and 
the Association had decided to work together it was likely that the 
Association’s chief contribution would have been money. The 
members, individually and certainly collectively, could have supplied 
the money needed for the offer to Todd. But they hadn’t. That money 
was coming from outside, and once more Nick wondered from whom. 
He had the feeling that he’d know all the answers in a little while. He 
saw the sign and the road turning off to Los Reyes and he pressed 
down on the accelerator. Why did Jorge have to have such a stubborn, 
pig-headed streak in him? A fork in the estrada loomed up before him 
and a roadsign stood in the center, arrows pointing left and right, 
“Barra do Mansa—Left,” it read. “Barra do Pirai—Right.” 

Nick swung the car to the right and as he crested a ridge he could 
see the outlines, off to the north, of the barra, the dam, a concrete scar 
amid the thick foliage. As he drove on, he came upon a cluster of 
houses, almost a village, all darkened in the night except one. He saw 
the dirty little wooden sign O BAR. He skidded to a halt and hurried 
in. Stucco and plaster walls, a few round tables and a lone man behind 
the bar greeted him. The bar itself was stone and primitive. 

“For favor,” Nick asked. “Onde fica a mission velho?” The man’s 
face broke into a half-smile of recognition. 

“The old mission,” he said. “The headquarters of Rojadas? Take the 
old mountain road, the first one on your left. Go straight up it. When 
you reach the top, you will see the old Mission in a hollow on the 
other side.” 

“Muito obrigado,” Nick said, hurrying out. The easy part was over, 
he knew. He found the old mountain road and urged the car up the 
steep, rutted, narrow grade. A small section widened and he pulled 
the car off the road. He’d go the rest of the way on foot. 


Chapter VII 


The heavy-set man in a white shirt and white trousers, wiped a 
small bead of perspiration from his forehead as he sent another smoke 
ring spiraling into the stillness of the room. He was conscious of the 
fingers of his left hand drumming a nervous tattoo on the desk top and 
he forced his hand to he still. The odor of the rich Havana cigar filled 
the simple room which was both office and living quarters. The man 
flexed his powerful, thick shoulder muscles, breathing deeply a half- 
dozen times. He knew he should be in bed, preparing himself for 
amanha ... for tomorrow. One thing he had always tried to maintain 
was a good night’s sleep, and yet he knew that sleep would still evade 
him at the moment. Tomorrow would be a day of days. Tomorrow, 
the name Rojadas would take its place on the pages of history along 
with Lenin and Mao Tse Tung, Castro and Che Guevara. He would 
have been asleep already, letting the night prepare his body for the 
strain of tomorrow, but he had been nervous as a new bride these last 
days. Instead of confidence and excitement he had been filled with a 
terrible uneasiness, yes, a fear. That was mostly gone now, but it was 
taking more time to unwind than he’d expected. Besides, the troubles 
and problems were still too fresh in his mind, some of them not fully 
resolved yet. 

Perhaps the anger that had seethed inside him these last weeks was 
still there, still churning. He was a careful man, a cautious planner 
who took pride in knowing that every piece was in place, every 
precaution had been taken, before he moved. It had to be so. Too 
many were watching, too many were waiting. But most of all, he 
disliked having to make hurried changes in his plans, yet that’s exactly 
what he had had to do, and because of it, all hell had broken loose 
these last days. He got to his feet and walked back and forth across 
the large room, taking long, heavy-footed strides, pausing every few 
paces to take a deep pull on the cigar. He let his mind drift back over 
what had happened and he felt the anger still inside him beginning to 
churn, an anger directed as much at the unexpected unpredictableness 
of life as it was at anything else. It all began with the first Americano, 
the Dennison fellow and his dammed plant. Until this Americano had 
come with his great plans, his high-flown philosophies and _ his 
bulldozers, the people of the hills were in his hands, human clay he 
was shaping into the mold he wanted. And then suddenly, almost 
overnight so to speak, the entire climate had changed. Even Jorge 
Pilatto, the naive fool, had taken up with the Dennison man and his 
ideas. That was no problem, though. It was the people who were the 


problem. 

First he had tried to slow down work on the plant to a point where 
the Americano would give up. But he refused, and the plant took 
shape, a little more each day. With it, the people were becoming more 
and more eager, filled with hope and anticipation. The night he saw a 
whole group of them kneeling in prayer outside the skeleton of the 
main building he knew he had to act. He hadn’t really wanted to. Not 
a thorough enough groundwork had been lain, not enough work had 
been done to bring the people up to the right pitch. Luckily, phase two 
of the overall plan was in better shape. His own hard-core band of 
men were trained and in readiness. Enough guns had been stored for 
the early part of the operation and the contacts for immediate 
additional arms were cleared and open. As he watched the plant come 
closer and closer to completion, he had really no choice but to speed 
up his own timetable, draw up an alternate set of plans and act on 
them immediately. 

The first step was to find some way to reach this Americano in 
some other manner. He planted the maid in the Dennison apartment 
in Rio. It was a simple matter to get rid of the girl they were using and 
offer a replacement through the employment agency. The information 
the girl passed on to him was a stroke of good fortune and had proven 
invaluable. The Senhora Dennison was as interested in stopping the 
plant as he was, for her own reasons, of course. It was simple to 
contact the woman and put their heads together. She was typical of 
the breed, self-satisfied, grasping, short-sighted, actually quite stupid. 
He had enjoyed using her. Rojadas gave a short, harsh laugh. It had all 
seemed so simple. That’s where life had played its own tricks on him. 

When the Dennison man had been killed, he thought he had, with 
one stroke, ended a threat and restored his own timetable. Then the 
second Americano appeared on the scene. The message sent to him 
immediately from headquarters was both alarming and commanding. 
He was to exercise every precaution and move at once. The presence 
of this one, this Nick Carter, had had the effect of a fox in a chicken 
coop. At first he thought that headquarters was more than a little 
hysterical. They said he was an especialisto, a specialist in 
international espionage, the greatest in the world. No chances could 
be taken with him. Rojadas’s lips tightened. Headquarters was not 
hysterical, that he was quick to find out. He soon learned how right 
they were. He wiped another bead of perspiration from his brow. If it 
were not for the special agents they had sent him, this Nick Carter 
would have caused even more trouble. He shuddered as he thought 
how lucky it was that their man had reached Sollimage in time. 

He knew it was too late for turning back clocks, but once again he 
silently cursed the workings of fate, of the little things that had gone 


wrong. If he had delayed killing the Dennison man for another week 
or two, it might have all been handled so quietly. But how was he to 
know that this N3 was on his way to Rio and an old friend of 
Dennison’s? Ah, that was the miserable nature of fate. And then the 
gold shipment was intercepted in America. This Nick Carter knew 
about that, too. He was like a guided missile, unswerving, relentless, 
always over your shoulder. It was good to be rid of him at last. 

And now there was the girl. He had her but she was being 
stubborn. Even here there was difficulty. Not that he couldn’t get it 
out of her, but she was something very special. He did not want to 
throw her to the dogs. This one was too beautiful. He could make her 
his woman and he licked his lips, heavy, wide lips, as he thought of 
Maria Hawes. After all, tomorrow he would no longer be an obscure 
leader of a small extremist party but a world figure. Such a woman as 
that one would be worthy of him. Rojadas threw the cigar away and 
took a long drink from a water pitcher standing on a night table. Most 
women were quick to see what was best for them. They were, by and 
large, a predatory breed, interested more in self-survival and creature 
comforts than ideas and ideals. Maybe if he went down and had a 
nice, quiet talk with her, alone, he could reach her. She had been 
downstairs in one of the small cells for over four hours. It may have 
given her pause for thought. He glanced at his watch. It would steal 
even further precious time from his sleep but it was worth the try. If 
he could get her to tell him where the dollars were banked, it would 
make things so much simpler all around and, he also knew, if he got 
that from her it would mean she had decided to throw in with him. He 
felt a tingle of excitement. He would have to be careful, though. It 
would be hard keeping his hands off her. She was made for caressing, 
that one, but that would come later. He would need to appeal to her 
in different ways first. 

Rojadas pushed back his thick, black hair and opened the door. He 
hurried down a flight of stone steps, moving quickly for so heavy a 
man, until he came to the bolted doorway of a tiny room, once the cell 
of some ancient monk. The lone candle burning in the holder on the 
wall was ample to light the little room. Peering through the small, 
barred window in the door, he saw Maria Hawes lying in one corner 
of the barren cell, propped up against the wall. She opened her eyes 
the minute he unlatched the bolt and got to her feet. He didn’t miss 
the glimpse of her long, lovely legs, excitingly opened for a moment as 
she got up. An untouched empada, a meat pie, lay on a plate beside 
her. He entered, closed the door behind him and smiled at the girl. 

“Maria, my dear,” he said quietly. He had a calm, unruffled voice 
that carried surprisingly far for its quietness. “It is silly not to eat. That 
is no way to act.” 


He sighed and shook his head sadly. “We must have a talk, you 
and I,” he said to her. “You are too intelligent a girl not to listen to 
reason. You could be of great help to me in my work, Maria. You can 
have the world at your fingertips, my dear. Just think, you can have a 
future any girl would envy. There is no reason for you to persist in 
this uncooperative attitude of yours, none whatever. You do not owe 
the Americanos any allegiance. I do not intend to harm you, Maria. 
You are much too lovely, for one thing, and I have had you brought 
here because I want to convince you, to show you what is right.” 

Rojadas swallowed, looking at the girl’s full, high breasts, 
magnificently shaped, standing out as twin temples of love. 

“Your loyalties are to your people,” he said. His eyes rested on her 
hps, red satin, hps that could open wide to envelope with the language 
of desire. 

“You should be with us, not against us, my dear.” 

He let his eyes linger on her slender legs, the softly-full, pliant 
thighs fashioned for passion. 

“Think of your future. Forget the past.” 

He looked at her eyes, deep and round, holding the promise of 
untamed, wild ecstasy. 

“T’m interested in your welfare, Maria.” 

He felt his hands opening and clenching. He wanted to reach out, 
put his hands on those lovely breasts, feel that body against his. But 
that would ruin everything. He had to bring her around slowly, this 
one. She would be worth it. He caught hold of himself and spoke 
quietly, gently, in a fatherly way. 

“Say something, my dear,” he said. “Don’t be afraid.” 

“Go to hell,” Maria answered. Rojadas bit his lip and held his 
impulse in check but he couldn’t prevent the flash of anger that 
skyrocketed inside him. 

“What’s the matter with you?” he exploded. “Stop being a fool! 
Who do you think you are, Joan of Arc? You aren’t big enough, not 
important enough, to play the martyr role.” 

He saw the girl’s eyes were looking at him with unconcealed 
venom and he halted his tirade. He smiled again. 

“We are both tired and on edge, my dear,” he said. “I think you’ll 
realize what I have said to you is for your own good. We'll talk again 
in the morning. Sleep on it. You will find that Rojadas is 
understanding and forgiving, Maria.” 

He walked out of the little cell, slipped the bolt back into place and 
hurried up the stone steps to his room. She was a defiant little tigress, 
and he had wasted precious time when he could have been sleeping. 
But if reason would not move her, then terror would, he was certain. 
Some women are only worthwhile when the fear is deep inside them. 


The morning would decide that. At least the Americano agent was 
done with and off his back. For that he could be thankful at least. He 
undressed and fell asleep instantly. Sleep always comes easily to those 
with clean consciences ... and those with none at all. 


Chapter VIII 


The figure crouched at the top of the slight ridge and surveyed the 
scene in the hollow just below. The old mission, viewed in the 
moonlight, was plainly representative of its type, set in a clearing, a 
roundish courtyard in front of it. There was a main building flanked 
by two other buildings in a cruciform shape, connected together by 
open-sided passageways roofed with clay tiles. Kerosene lamps burned 
along the outside walls and in the passageways, softly glowing, giving 
off a medieval feeling. Nick half expected to see a line of silent monks 
padding across the courtyard. Even in the dark of the night he could 
see that the main building was in good condition, the high bell tower 
rising tall in the center of the building. The flared outlines of the huge 
bells stood out in the silhouette of the open-sided belfry tower. The 
two other buildings were something else again, both in very bad 
condition, the one on the left not much more than a hollow shell with 
empty, staring window spaces. Much of the roof had crumbled and lay 
inside the four walls, a pile of rubble littering the dirt floor. 

Nick peered into the courtyard, frowning, searching into the deep 
shadows of doorways and arches. Except for the soft glow of the 
kerosene lamps, the mission appeared to be deserted. There were no 
guards, no one on patrol, nobody to be seen. Rojadas either felt 
supremely secure and safe here or, Nick’s mind balked at the thought, 
Maria Hawes was not here. There was always that one chance, that 
outside chance, that Jorge was right and everything that had 
happened had been simply a wild chain of coincidences. Then perhaps 
Rojadas had already cleared out? If he hadn’t, if he were here with 
Maria, why hadn’t he posted guards? Surely it would have been 
obvious that he would come after the girl. There was only one way to 
find out and so he began to move through the scrubby underbrush and 
the tall trees toward the mission. The space at the front courtyard was 
too exposed so he circled to the right where only an area of twenty or 
thirty yards separated the rear of the main building and the circle of 
woods. As he did so he saw three old school buses parked at the rear 
of the main building, looking somehow terribly incongruous. He 
glanced at his watch. There was plenty of time left in the night but he 
knew that if he were to get inside the mission it had to be now, under 
cover of darkness. He paused at the edge of the wooded area, glanced 
around once more and then raced for the rear wall of the building. He 
flattened himself against it and edged toward an open archway, 
slipping inside it. The interior of the building was dark but the 
kerosene lamps fitfully glowing in the connecting corridors afforded 


him enough light to see that he was in what once must have been the 
main chapel. Four passageways led off from the now empty room, 
going off in different directions. 

Nick heard laughter, a man and a girl’s laughter, echoing from one 
of the passageways. He crept forward and listened where a shver of 
light reached out from beneath the closed wooden door to a room. He 
heard more voices, more laughter, men and women laughing together. 
He decided to try another of the passageways and had just entered it 
when he heard the sound of a telephone ringing. It came from the 
floor above, at the end of a flight of stone steps that lay just ahead of 
him. Someone answered the instrument and he could hear the sound 
of muffled talking. It stopped suddenly and there was a long moment 
of silence. Then the place erupted in pandemonium. First, the sound of 
a siren split the night apart, followed by hoarse shouts, curses and 
running feet. As the siren’s strident wail continued to resound, Nick 
raced back into the former chapel for cover. 

There was a small window, high on the wall and beneath it, 
running the length of the wall, a narrow wooden bench once used for 
worshipers. Nick stepped onto the bench and peered out the window 
to see the courtyard alive with some thirty men, some only in trousers, 
some in shorts, a few wearing shirts and nearly all barefoot. Obviously 
the alarm had brought them running from sleep or some other activity 
for Nick also saw the girls, about a dozen, some wearing thin, cotton 
frocks, some bare-breasted with only towels wrapped around their 
hips. While the women stood off to the side, Nick saw a man emerge 
from the mission and quickly take charge, a big man, heavy-set with 
thick black hair, heavy lips in a big head and a calm, unruffled voice. 

“Pressa!” he commanded. “Hurry! Form a circle at the edge of the 
woods and search the area. Then close back toward the buildings. If 
he has slipped inside we’ll have him.” While the others fanned out in a 
semicircle, the big man turned and ordered the women inside and 
now Nick saw the heavy magnum he had stuck into his trousers at the 
waist. Most of the others carried rifles or revolvers and cartridge belts 
slung over their shoulders. Nick lowered himself to the floor. They 
were obviously searching for him. He’d slipped in unseen, obviously 
unexpected, too, and then all hell erupts after a telephone call. The 
call had been the key element but who had made it, who would figure 
him to be there? Nick turned the name over on his lips ... Jorge. It 
had to be Jorge. The Police Chief probably checked and found no 
record of Nick having left the country, figured he would head for 
Rojadas and quickly phoned in the alarm. He felt a keen 
disappointment, a wave of bitterness. Was Jorge that much involved 
with Rojadas, or was it just one more misguided move on the 
Brazilian’s part? But there wasn’t time for further thinking about that 


now. He had to hide someplace and do it quickly. He could hear those 
outside starting to move back from the edge of the woods, calling to 
each other as they worked their way back toward the mission. A flight 
of stone steps beckoned to him off to the right and he took them three 
at a time to find himself on an L-shaped balcony that ran along two 
walls only. He surmised it had once been used by choristers looking 
down at the people in the chapel below. Skirting the edge of the 
narrow balcony he went through an archway and saw the partially 
open door in front of him. 

ROJADAS—PRIVATIVO blazed at him from the front of the door. 
This was too choice an opportunity to pass up. The room was large, a 
bed and a small side-room with toilet and washbasin occupied one 
end while a heavy oak desk stood against the opposite wall, cluttered 
with old newspapers, magazines and, lying open, a large map of Rio 
de Janeiro. But it was the posters plastered upon the wall directly 
behind the desk which caught his eye, Fidel Castro and Che Guevara. 
Nick’s thoughts were interrupted by the sounds from downstairs. They 
had come back into the building. 

“Search every room,” he heard the quiet voice say. “Move!” 

At the door, Nick peered out into the corridor, saw the narrow 
stone steps at the far end, spiraling upwards. Running softly, he raced 
for it, hoping it would lead to where he thought it would. The stone 
steps narrowed as he went upwards and now he was certain where 
they led ... to the belfry tower. He could hide there until things 
quieted enough to let him filter back downstairs and find Maria. He 
knew one thing for certain, there would be no kindly padres coming 
up to ring the mission bells. Suddenly, abruptly, he found himself 
seeing the night sky and the looming shape of the heavy bells outlined 
through the open sides of the bell tower. The steps had ended at a 
small wooden platform that extended out into the belfry, constructed 
for the bellringers to stand upon as they pulled the long heavy bell 
ropes which hung down from the bells. If he stayed low, Nick realized, 
he could see the entire courtyard from the little platform. A thought 
brightened in his mind. If he could gather up some of the carbines he 
had seen the men carrying, from this vantage point in the bell tower 
he could pick off anything that moved from the building. He could 
hold a sizable group at bay from up here, unless they decided to all 
rush out at once and risk getting shot and that was contrary to human 
nature. The possibilities were intriguing him. 

He edged forward on the little platform for a better look and then 
it happened. He heard the sharp crack, first, then the splintering 
sound of rotting wood giving way. He felt himself being pitched head- 
first down the black funnel of the bell tower. With the automatic 
instinct to save one’s neck, he twisted his body and reached out to 


find something to hang onto, felt his hands close around the thick 
bellropes. The ropes, old and rough, tore at his hands but they held. 
And then he heard them, deep and powerful, beginning to ring out 
into the night, slowly at first, then faster as he dangled at the end of 
the ropes. They rang out with a clanging tintinnabulation of joy, like a 
mute who suddenly finds he can talk. Their huge claphammers rang 
solidly back and forth, back and forth, pealing off deep sonorities as 
Nick grimly swayed on the ropes. Dammit, he said to himself, this is a 
helluva time to audition for bellringer. 

He heard the sounds of voices and boots pounding up the stone 
steps and then hands were pulling him from the ropes, lifting the 
ropes up with him and pulling him in. The narrowness of the stone 
steps allowed only single-file movement and as Nick was hauled into 
the narrow passage he saw that his captors faced him as they began to 
back down the steps. 

“Walk slowly and come after us,” the first man commanded, 
holding a carbine aimed at Nick’s stomach. Nick looked past his 
shoulder, estimated there were about six of them. He saw the first 
man’s carbine swing to the left a fraction as he groped his way 
backwards, shghtly off balance. Nick flung his arm out, knocking the 
rifle against the wall, the shot exploding like a cannon in the narrow 
passageway. At the same instant he kicked with all his strength, 
feeling his foot sink deep into the man’s belly. The man sailed back, 
toppling the one behind him who sent the third one sprawling. Nick 
charged, stepping on the fallen men as the others hit the steps like a 
row of tenpins in a bowling alley. He felt arms trying to grab his legs, 
kicked away two and then one pair locked around his legs. Nick, 
yanking Wilhemina from her holster, smashed the Luger butt down on 
the man’s head. He went limp and Nick charged on. But the precious 
moment of surprise had been lost. He heard a shot, felt the bullet zap 
into the stone wall at his head and he dropped to one knee. Someone 
tackled him from behind just as he saw the two men with carbines 
blocking his path where the steps widened. His tackier flung him 
forward face down and now he felt others falling on top of them. A 
pair of hands had grabbed his gun, twisting the Luger free of his grip. 
The confines of the narrow passageway prevented him from twisting 
his body free and he felt himself being dragged forward down the 
steps and then yanked to his feet, a carbine only inches from his face. 

“One move and you are a dead man, Americano ” the man snarled. 
Nick stood still and shrugged as other hands searched his pockets, 
went over his chest and shoulders for other revolvers. 

“No more,” he heard one man say and the other motioned with the 
rifle for him to walk on ahead. Nick smiled to himself. Hugo still 
nestled securely and comfortably against his arm. 


”? 


The heavy-hpped, barrel-chested man stood waiting in his office, 
the cartridge belt slung across his chest. He was the man Nick had 
seen outside directing the search and the man smiled, a sardonic, 
ironic smile. 

“So, Senhor Nick Carter,” he said. “We meet at last. But I must say 
I did not expect you to announce yourself so spectacularly.” 

“T like to make a big entrance,” Nick said blandly. “It’s a hang-up 
of mine. And as far as expecting me, that’s for the birds. You didn’t 
expect me at all until that phone call.” 

“That’s true,” Rojadas smiled again. “I was told you had been 
killed along with the Dennison woman. You see, I am surrounded by 
amateurs.” 

How right you are, Nick said to himself, feeling Hugo nestling 
against his arm. But that explained the lack of security. The gunmen 
outside Vivian Dennison’s apartment had seen them both hit the 
ground and fled. 

“You are Rojadas,” Nick said. 

“Sim, I am Rojadas,” the man replied. “And you have come 
thinking you would rescue the girl, yes?” 

“That was the general idea,” Nick said. 

“You will see her in the morning,” Rojadas said. “For the rest of 
the night, what little there is left of it, you will be safely locked up. I 
insist on my sleep. It is one of my idiosyncrasies, you might say. 
Besides, the next few days will afford me little chance for normal 
rest.” 

“You shouldn’t answer the phone in the middle of the night, then. 
It interrupts one’s sleep,” Nick said. 

“You shouldn’t stop to ask directions at local cafes,” Rojadas 
countered. “The peasants around here are quick to report things to 
me.” 

So that was it, Nick frowned. The man at the little bar where he’d 
stopped. It hadn’t been Jorge, after all. Somehow, it made him feel 
glad. 

“Take him downstairs and put him into one of the cells. Take two- 
hour shifts guarding him.” 

Rojadas turned away and Nick was led out of the room and down 
into another of the small cells once used by the monks. The door was 
bolted and one of the men took up his position outside. Nick lay down 
on the floor. He stretched out and let his muscles move slowly against 
one another, flexing and unflexing, breathing deeply all the while. It 
was a technique he’d learned from an Indian fakir years ago, a kind of 
muscular unwinding that carried the whole body along with it. In 
minutes he was fast asleep. 


Sunlight striking in through the small, high window wakened him 
just as he heard the bolt being unlatched. Two guards ordered him to 
his feet and marched him back to the office where Rojadas was just 
putting away his razor and wiping the shaving cream from his face. 

“T have been wondering about only one thing,” Rojadas said 
turning to Nick, eyeing him speculatively. “Whether you could be of 
help to me in getting the girl to talk. She may have had a change of 
heart overnight. I gave her some things to think about last night. We 
will find that out in a few minutes. But if she has not, perhaps you and 
I, we could strike one of those bargains you Americans are known for. 
I believe you call it horse-trading.” 

“What would I be trading with?” Nick asked, eyes narrowing. 

“Your life, of course,” Rojadas answered happily. 

“And what of the girl’s life?” 

“Her life is not in danger, at least not if she tells us what we want 
to know,” Rojadas answered. “That’s why I had her brought here. I 
call my men amateurs because basically that is what they are. I didn’t 
want any further mistakes. I didn’t want her killed until I got the 
information from her. Now that I have seen her, I should not like to 
have her killed at all.” 

There were a few questions Nick wanted answered, though he was 
more than sure he knew what those answers would be. Yet he wanted 
to hear it from Rojadas himself. He decided to bait the man a little. 

“Apparently your friends feel the same way about you ... amateur 
and bungler,” he said blandly. “At least they don’t seem to trust you 
much.” 

He saw the man’s face cloud. “Why do you say that?” Rojadas 
bristled. 

“They’ve had their own men on hand for the really important 
work,” Nick replied casually. “And the two and a half million was 
going to be handled by a go-between. Now Id say that shows 
something less than inspired confidence.” 

“The two Russian agents were assigned to the Castro forces in 
Havana,” Rojadas shot back. “They were lent to me to assist me in 
organizing this operation. The money was to go through a go-between 
to avoid any direct connection with me as a safety precaution. It had 
been set aside by Presidente Castro especially for this venture.” 

So that was it, out in the open now. Fidel was behind it, Fidel the 
chicken-plucker, exporting his main product these days ... trouble! It 
made some sense, now, the whole weird lot of it came together. The 
two professionals were really on a kind of lend-lease basis. The 
bunglers were, of course, Rojadas’s eager amateurs. Even the crisis 
surrounding the intercepted two and a half million fit the picture. Had 
the Russians, or even the Chinese Reds, been directly involved, they 


would also have been upset about the intercepted bundle. Nobody 
enjoys dropping two and a half million bucks. But they wouldn’t have 
responded so frantically. They wouldn’t be so desperate to find 
replacement money. Castro, on the other hand, had undoubtedly 
earmarked this whole sum and that was it. He was addicted to playing 
biggie on a shoestring. And Rojadas was really on the hotseat. 
Undoubtedly he knew that this was what he had to play with, for the 
moment, at least, and it was up to him to plug up the cracks which 
had suddenly materialized. He had the definite feeling that Maria’s 
chances for living were pretty slim unless she talked. Rojadas was a 
desperate man now. Of course there was no question about bargaining 
with him. He would break it the minute he got what he wanted. But 
two could play at that game, for a while anyway. 

“You talk of bargaining,” Nick addressed the man. “Did you 
bargain with Todd Dennison? Is that how your bargains end?” 

“No, he was merely a stubborn obstacle,” Rojadas replied. “He was 
a complication we had to eliminate.” 

“Because his plant was undercutting your propaganda of despair 
and hopelessness,” Nick concluded. 

“Precisely,” Rojadas admitted, blowing a smoke ring into the air 
from a fresh cigar he had just lit. “Now the people will react as we 
had planned.” 

“React to what?” Nick asked. This was the key question. This 
would unveil the picture totally. 

“To mass assassination,” Rojadas spit out. “Carnival starts today. 
Rio will be a sea of merrymakers. All the major governmental figures 
will be on hand to open the festivities. We are informed the Presidente 
will be there, the governors of the various states, members of the 
cabinet and the mayors of leading cities in Brazil. And among the 
merrymakers will be my men and me. At approximately noon, when 
all the leading officials are gathered together to open the festivities 
formally, we shall strike. A perfect opportunity and a perfect cover, 
don’t you agree?” 

Nick didn’t reply. He didn’t need to as they both knew how very 
true the question was. The festivities would indeed be a perfect cover. 
In fact, it would enable Rojadas and his men to strike, shed whatever 
costumes they would be wearing, and no doubt get away. He thought 
about plunging Hugo into the man’s thick chest right here and now. 
Without the mass assassination there’d be no follow-up, and a follow- 
up was obviously part of the plans. Without the mass assassination 
there’d be no coup. But killing Rojadas here and now might not stop 
it. Rojadas might just have prepared for such a possibility and have 
someone else ready to carry on, a standin waiting in the wings. No, 
acting now might be a premature waste of his own life and still not 


prevent the mass assassination from taking place. He’d have to play 
along yet, as long as possible, to make sure that whatever he did, 
when he did it, would not be wasted. 

“T take it,” Nick began, “that you intend to see to it that the people 
react.” 

“Of course,” Rojadas smiled. “There will be chaos and confusion, a 
vacuum of leadership. We have inflamed the people as much as 
prudently possible, sown the seeds for revolt, so to speak. We have 
enough guns for the first phase. Each of my men, after the 
assassination, has been assigned a town to lead in revolt, a movement 
that will sweep along, carrying other towns with it by its very 
momentum. In addition, of course, we have purchased, to use a 
phrase, certain military commanders who will step in at their level to 
take charge. And there will be the usual proclamations, the usual 
announcements as we move quickly to fill the vacuum. It is all a 
matter of timing.” 

“A time you are creating, of course,” Nick said. “And this new 
government will be headed by one Rojadas.” 

“A safe assumption.” 

“You need the money that was intercepted to pay for more guns, 
more ammunition and to buy more high-level people.” 

“You are, as you Americans say, catching on, amigo. The 
international gun runners are capitalists in the truest sense of the 
word. They are free entrepreneurs, they sell to anybody and demand 
at least half-payment in advance. That is why Senhor Dennison’s 
money is so important. We are told it is not exchange currencies but 
in good American dollars which are much more welcome to those 
with whom we do business.” 

Rojadas turned to one of the guards. “Bring in the girl,” he barked. 
“If the young lady is still unwilling to cooperate, I shall have to use 
more severe methods, unless she will listen to you, amigo.” 

Nick leaned back against the wall casually while his mind raced. 
Noon, or thereabouts, was the deadly hour. In only four hours a 
sensible, moderate government would be shattered. In just four hours, 
an important member of the free community of nations would be 
swept into the camp of suppression and slavery, all in the name of the 
people. In just four hours, the greatest popular carnival in the world 
would be nothing more than a masquerade for the assassin’s bullets, a 
carnival for killing and not for laughter. Death, not happiness, would 
rule the day. From the wall, Fidel Castro stared down at him 
mockingly. Not yet, buster, Nick said under his breath. I’ll find a way. 
I don’t know how but I'll find it. I’ve got to. 

His eyes shifted to the doorway as Maria entered wearing a white 
silk blouse tucked into a simple black skirt. Her eyes filled with 


compassion as they saw Nick, but he winked at her. She was 
frightened, he could see, but her lips were grim and set. 

“Have you thought about the things I said last night, my dear?” 
Rojadas asked soothingly. 

Maria looked at him, her eyes shooting contempt, and turned 
aside. Rojadas shrugged and walked over to the girl. 

“Then we must give you a little lesson,” he said sadly. “I’d hoped I 
wouldn’t have to do this but you are making it necessary. I intend to 
find out where that money is and to have you as my woman. I’m 
certain you'll be more than willing to cooperate after my little 
presentation.” 

Slowly, deliberately, he unbuttoned Maria’s blouse and pulled it 
back. With one heavy hand he ripped off the white brassiere and 
exposed her breasts, full and soft, perfectly matched twin peaks of 
beauty. He put one hand under each lovely breast and lifted them 
gently. Maria stared straight ahead. 

“They are so magnificent, no?” he said. “It would be a crime to 
have anything happen to them, my dear, eh?” 

He stepped back and looked at the girl, who pulled her blouse back 
together. The small circles of red on her cheekbones was the only 
indication she felt anything. She kept her eyes straight ahead, her lips 
set tightly. 

He turned to Nick. “I would still like to save her, you see,” he said. 
“So I will sacrifice one of the girls I have here and which you have no 
doubt noticed. They are all prostitutes, living on borrowed time 
anyway. I brought them here so my men would not have to go into 
town to find some relief from their training.” 

He turned to one of the guards. “Get the little one, the skinny one 
with the big breasts and the reddish hair. You know what to do. Then 
take these two to the old building, to the stone steps in the rear of it. I 
will be along in a moment.” 

As Nick fell in beside Maria he felt her hand creep into his, felt the 
trembling of her body. 

“You could save yourself, Maria,” he said softly. 

“For what?” she said through grim lips. “To have that pig’s hands 
on me. I’d rather die first. Senhor Todd died because he was trying to 
do something real for the poor people of Brazil, my people. If he can 
die, so can I. Rojadas is not going to help the people. He is going to 
bring them to slavery, to oppression. I will tell him nothing.” 

They had reached the oldest of the annex buildings and the guards 
herded them in through a rear doorway that was now only an empty 
arch. Eight stone steps ran across the rear of the building, probably 
where an altar had once stood. The guards motioned for them to stand 
on the top step, where, carbines in hand, they took up positions 


directly behind. From a side entranceway, Nick saw two more guards 
dragging in a girl, stark naked and struggling, cursing at them. They 
slapped her once and threw her to the ground. Driving short fat 
wooden stakes into the dirt, they tied her spread-eagled to the stakes, 
her arms and legs extended amid the rocks and rubble of the old 
building. The girl kept screaming at them, and Nick heard her asking 
why, pleading and cursing alternately. They ignored her as they 
continued fastening the leather cords around her ankles and wrists. 
She was thin, all right, with elongated but still firm and youthful large 
breasts and a small, flat belly ending in rather stick-like legs. Suddenly 
conscious of another form there, Nick glanced around to see Rojadas 
standing beside Maria. He signaled to the two men and they hurried 
out of the building, leaving the sobbing, cursing girl there alone. 

“T suggest you listen and watch carefully, my dear,” Rojadas said to 
Maria. “Her breasts have been smeared with honey and honey has 
been poured between her legs. This is what we will do to you, my 
dear, unless you become cooperative at once. Now we shall just wait 
quietly for a few moments.” 

Nick watched the girl struggling to free herself, arching her back, 
her large breasts falling to one side as she tried to move. But they had 
tied her tightly and she could do little more than arch her back 
slightly off the ground. Then his eye caught a movement against the 
far wall of the old building. Maria’s eye had caught it too and her 
hand involuntarily clutched at his arm. The movement became a 
shape, the shape of a large rat, cautiously emerging from the wall. 
Then Nick saw another, and another and another and still more. The 
place was alive with them and now they were emerging from 
everywhere, out of old holes, from behind piles of rubble. They 
converged on the girl hesitantly, long tails flicking, pausing to sniff 
the air and then move forward again in short, jerky movements. The 
girl had raised her head and now she saw the rats, too, and she 
screamed. She shouted up at Rojadas, turning her head as far as she 
could turn it to see him. 

“Untie me, Rojadas,” she pleaded. “What have I done? Oh, God, no 
... | beg you, Rojadas! I didn’t do it, whatever it was, I didn’t do it!” 

“Tt is for a good cause,” Rojadas called back. 

“The hell with your cause,” she shouted back. “Oh, my God, just 
let me go. Don’t do this.” 

The rats had halted in ever-present rodent caution, but they 
advanced once again and now others were appearing, skipping and 
scurrying over the dirt and stones. Nick felt Maria’s fingers digging 
into his arm. The first rat, a big gray, ugly beast, had reached the girl 
and scurried onto her stomach. She screamed in pure terror as another 
one hopped onto her body from the other side. Nick saw two more 


rats pause at her feet, then clamber onto her legs. The first rat had 
found the honey on her left breast and he sunk his teeth into her flesh. 
The girl screamed the most hideous scream he had ever heard. Maria 
turned her head away but Rojadas yanked her around by the hair. 

“No, no, my dear,” he said. “I don’t want you to miss anything.” 

The girl was screaming now without pause, straining and 
screaming, crying ghastly, pitiful screams, until the walls echoed with 
one long, continuous howl of anguish. Nick saw a cluster of rats at her 
legs, and now red rivulets were running down her breasts, inflaming 
the rodents still further. Her screams turned to long, whimpering cries, 
unearthly moans of pity. Finally Rojadas barked something at one of 
the guards who fired two shots into the air. The rats fled in all 
directions, racing for the safety of their holes, and Nick pulled Maria’s 
head against his shoulder. He felt her hand on his arm go limp and he 
caught her as she sank to the ground. She hadn’t fainted for he felt her 
body trembling as she clung to his legs. Below, the girl lay still except 
for little garbled sounds coming from her lips. She wasn’t dead yet, 
poor creature. 

“Take them outside,” Rojadas ordered as he stepped away. Nick 
lifted Maria to her feet, let her cling to him for a moment and then 
they went out into the sunlight of the courtyard. 

“Now, my dear,” Rojadas said to Maria, lifting her chin with one 
thick finger. “You will talk, yes? I should hate to see you be the 
second banquet for those nasty little creatures.” 

Maria’s slap caught Rojadas full across the face and echoed like a 
shot across the courtyard. 

“T would rather have the rats between my legs than you,” she spit 
at him. Rojadas flushed, his eyes matching the hatred in Maria’s. 

“Take her inside and prepare her,” he ordered the guards. “Plenty 
of honey on this one. Put some on her bitter lips, too.” 

Nick felt his muscles tighten as he prepared to let Hugo drop into 
his palm. He would have to act now and hope that if Rojadas did have 
a replacement he could get to him, too. He couldn’t stand by and let 
Maria sacrifice herself. He was about to drop the stiletto into his hand, 
wondering whether he could get to Rojadas quickly enough to take 
him hostage, when the shots rang out. The first one dropped the guard 
to his right, sending him sprawling face forward. The second shot 
caught the other guard right behind the temple and Nick saw the man 
half-leap into the air as he fell. Rojadas had dived for the cover of a 
rain barrel as the other shots began to pepper the courtyard. Nick 
grabbed Maria’s hand. The rifleman was on the crest of the ridge, 
firing rapidly. 

“Run!” Nick shouted. “We’re being covered!” 

Pulling the girl with him, Nick raced for the woods across the 


courtyard as the rifleman kept up a steady stream of fire, peppering 
windows, doorways and arches, keeping everyone pinned down. A few 
of Rojadas’s men had sprung into action and were firing back from 
inside the mission but their fire was aimless and uncertain. Nick and 
Maria had plenty of time to make the brush and now they plunged up 
the rise of the slope. Thorns and brambles ripped at them and Nick 
saw Maria’s blouse tear, the delicious curve of her breasts pressing 
through the ripped silk. The gunfire had stopped and Nick paused to 
listen. He could hear faint sounds and shouts from the mission but the 
trees obstructed any view. Maria’s head found his shoulder and she 
pressed herself close against him, her breasts softly warm through the 
silk of her blouse. 

“Thank you, Nick, thank you,” she half-sobbed. “I was sick with 
fear down there. My stomach is in knots.” 

“Don’t thank me, sweetie,” Nick said. “Thank whoever it is with 
those rifles.” He knew the gunman had had to have brought more than 
one rifle. He was shooting too fast and furiously and steadily to allow 
for reloading. Unless there were two of them. 

“But you came here to find me,” Maria said, holding tightly to him. 
“You were willing to risk your life to save me. That is wonderful, 
Nick. No one else I know would have done that. I will thank you right 
for this sometime, Nick. I will.” 

Fleetingly he wondered if he ought to tell her that there were a 
few other things that had figured in his coming after her, things such 
as facing Hawk after having miffed the job. He decided against it. 
After all, she was happy this way. Why dilute her pleasure? A httle 
healthy gratitude is good for girls, specially gorgeous ones like this. 

“Come on,” he said. “We’ve got to try to get back to Rio. Maybe 
there’s still a chance to stop this thing.” 

He had just lifted Maria to her feet when he heard the voice calling 
out. 

“Senhor Nick, over here, to the right!” 

“Jorge!” Nick exclaimed as the figure came through the trees, 
carrying two rifles in one hand, a third in the other. “I wondered ... 
and I hoped.” 

The man put his arms around Nick in an embrace. 

“Amigo,” he said. “I find myself apologizing again. I am a very 
stupid man, I guess, no?” 

“No,” Nick answered. “Not stupid, just a little stubborn. You’re 
here, aren’t you? That says it right there.” 

“T could not get the things you had said out of my mind,” Jorge 
said, sinking to the ground, a sadness creeping into his voice. “I began 
to think and a lot of things which I had pushed away into a little 
corner of my mind suddenly began to come out. A lot of little pieces 


began to fit. Perhaps I did not like being told that Los Reyes had a 
blind man for a Police Chief. Anyway, I could no longer look over and 
around things. I made myself put aside my personal feelings and 
examine everything as a police officer should. When I received the 
radio flash about Vivian Dennison’s killing I knew something very 
rotten was taking place. I thought of you and I knew you would not 
leave the country as I told you to. That would not be in character with 
you, Senhor Nick. So, I asked myself, where would you go? The 
answer was an easy one. I came here and waited and watched. I saw 
enough.” 

Suddenly Nick heard a rumbling, the sound of heavy engines. “The 
school buses,” he said. “I saw three of them behind the mission. 
They’re coming up the road. They’ll probably spread out from the 
road after us.” 

“This way,” Jorge said. “There is an old cave over here. It tunnels 
through the hills. I played in it as a boy. They will never find us 
there.” 

With Jorge in the lead, they began to cut across the ridge, Maria 
moving in between the two men. They had gone about a hundred 
yards when Nick called out. 

“Hold it,” he said. “Listen. Escute!” 

“The motors,” Jorge said, his brows knitting together in a frown. 
“They are going on. They are not stopping to look for us!” 

“Of course not,” Nick exclaimed, angry at himself. “How stupid of 
me. They’re on their way to Rio. It’s the only thing Rojadas can do 
now. There isn’t time to chase us. He’s got to get his men there, in the 
crowd, positioned and ready to act before the big boys show.” 

He paused as he saw the puzzled look on the faces of Jorge and 
Maria. He’d forgotten they weren’t briefed on the whole picture. When 
he’d finished, they both were ashen-faced. Nick’s mind churned, 
discarding thought after thought. There wasn’t enough time to reach 
the Presidente and the other officials. They would undoubtedly be on 
their way or attending some festive function. Even if they could get a 
call through it was unlikely they would be believed. During Carnival, 
Rio is filled with pranksters and merrymakers. By the time they 
checked out the call, if they decided to do so, it would be too late. 

“Look, my polica cruiser is on the other side of the ridge,” Jorge 
said. “Let’s head back for town while we try to find something we can 
do.” 

Nick and Maria followed and in a few minutes the police car 
screamed its way through the mountain roads toward Los Reyes. 

“We don’t even know how to look for them at the Carnival,” Nick 
said angrily, pounding his fist against the car door. He had seldom had 
such a feeling of helplessness. “They’ll be costumed, you can be sure 


of that. And so will a hundred thousand other people.” 

Nick turned to Maria. “Did you hear them say anything?” he asked 
the girl. “Did you hear any of them talking about the Carnival, any 
little thing that could help us find them?” 

“Outside my cell I heard some of the women teasing the men,” she 
thought back. “They kept calling the men Chac and saying things like 
Muito prazer, Chac ... Iam glad to know you, Chac. They were having 
a good time at it.” 

“Chac?” Nick repeated. “What the hell does Chac mean?” 

Jorge frowned, spinning the car onto the road to Los Reyes. “That 
name does mean something,” he said. “It has some connection with 
history or legend. Just let me think a moment. History ... legend ... 
wait, I have it. Chac was a God of the Mayan Indians, the God of 
Thunder and Rain. His followers were also known by the same name 
... Chac, the red ones they were called.” 

“That’s it, then,” Nick exclaimed. “They’re going to be costumed as 
Mayan Indian Gods so they can spot each other and work together. 
They probably have a loose plan of some sort, at least.” 

The police car halted before the police station and Jorge looked at 
Nick. 

“T have some people here in the hills who will do what I say. They 
trust in me. They will believe me. I will gather them and head for Rio. 
How many men does Rojadas have with him, Senhor Nick?” 

“Twenty-five, maybe a few more or less.” 

“I can bring no more than ten, but still, it may be enough if we can 
get there before Rojadas strikes.” 

“How long will it take you to gather your men together?” 

Jorge grimaced. “That is the worst part. There are no telephones in 
most of these hill homes. I may catch a few together but for the most 
part I will have to gather them one by one. It will take time.” 

“And time is the one thing we’re just about out of,” Nick said, 
thinking aloud. “With Rojadas on his way already, he will be placing 
his men in the crowd, ready to strike at a signal from him. That could 
be any time after the official party arrives at the festivities. I’m going 
to try and get you the time you need, Jorge. I’m going on alone.” 

The Police Chief frowned. “Alone, Senhor Nick, against Rojadas 
and all his men? Even you cannot do this, I’m afraid.” 

“Not if the official party is there, all set up as targets,” Nick 
countered. “But I can get to Rio before noon, before the President and 
his party are due. [’ll keep Rojadas and his men off balance and busy 
enough so they can’t get set for their mass shoot-out. At least I hope I 
can. But if I can do that it’ll give you time to get there with your men. 
All they have to know is to grab everybody costumed as the Mayan 
Indian God.” 


“Good luck, amigo” the Brazilian said. “Take my police cruiser. I 
have others here I can use.” 

“Do you really think you can hold them off long enough?” Maria 
asked as she slid into the seat of the police car beside Nick. “You are 
but one man, Nick.” 

He opened the siren of the police car and sent it flying low over 
the road. 

“Baby, I’m sure as hell going to be there trying,” he said grimly. 
“Tt’s not just Rojadas and his movement. It’s not only the disaster it 
would mean for Brazil, for your people. There are too many eyes on 
this thing now. The big boys, the important ones, they are watching to 
see if a crummy little two-bit dictator like Fidel can pull this off. If he 
does, it will mean that we aren’t on the ball and it'll trigger a whole 
series of these things all over the world. We can’t afford that The free 
world can’t afford it. Brazil can’t afford it. And I can’t afford it. If you 
knew my boss you’d understand what I mean by that.” 

Nick flashed a grin at her, a grin made of daring, confidence, 
courage and iron. He was but one man, Maria told herself again, 
looking sideways at the handsome, rugged profile, but a man unlike 
any she had ever known. If this could be done, he could do it, she 
knew inside herself. She said a silent prayer for his safety. 


Chapter IX 


“Can I come with you, Nick?” Maria asked outside the door of her 
building. They had set some kind of record for the trip and Nick had 
parked the police car at the curb “I could help you perhaps, somehow, 
some way.” 

“No,” Nick said. “I’ll have enough to do to take care of myself.” 

He started to turn to go but her arms were around him and she 
was kissing him hurriedly, but her lips were soft and yielding, wet and 
exciting. She pushed herself away and ran into the building. “I'll pray 
for you,” she half-sobbed. 

Nick headed for the area around Floriano Square. Jorge had said 
the grandstand would probably be set up there. The streets were 
already thick with revelers and travel by car was impossible. The only 
things that moved through the dense, milling crowds were the huge 
floats, ornate and festooned, each with its own theme, most of them 
crowded with girls in brief bikinis and other abbreviated costumes. 
Deadly and vital as his purpose was, he couldn’t ignore the beauty of 
the lovely creatures who swarmed about him. Some were white, some 
lovely tan, others a deep brown, and all full of gaiety and abandon. 
Nick tried to sidestep as three of them spied him, swooped down upon 
him and linked their arms in his, swirling him in a semicircle. All 
wore bikinis he was sure must have been borrowed from some five- 
year-old. 

“Stay with us, handsome,” the first one called to him, laughing and 
pressing her breasts against him. “You will enjoy yourself, I promise.” 

“T believe you, gorgeous,” Nick replied with a wide smile. “But I’ve 
got a date with a god.” 

He slipped out of their grip, patted the first one on her flat, little 
fanny and pushed his way on. The square was another seething mass 
of humanity, color and costumes. The grandstand was still largely 
empty with but a few, obviously minor officials, in their seats. A sigh 
of relief escaped him. The grandstand itself, he noted, was square in 
shape and one of the steel and aluminum portable kind. He ducked 
away from another pair of enticing revelers and his eyes searched the 
crowd, trying to pick out a costume that could be that of a Mayan 
Indian God. It was hard. The crowd swayed and jumped and the 
profusion of costumes dazzled the eyes. He let his eyes move slowly 
across the crowd, toward the grandstand and suddenly he saw the 
float, positioned about twenty yards from the official grandstand. The 
float depicted a small Mayan temple, molded out of papier-mache, and 
ten men were on it, costumed ahke except for the color of the plumes 


they wore in their headdresses. Each wore a mask, a carved headdress 
with a large plume, and a half-cape wrapped about his shoulders. Loin 
cloth and sandals completed the costume. Nick smiled grimly. He had 
already picked out Rojadas. He was the only one with an orange 
plume and he stood at the front end of the float. 

Quickly, Nick flicked his eyes over the crowd and now he could 
pick out the other men in their costumes, scattered among the revelers 
Then his eyes saw something else, a small, square object attached to 
each man’s waist by a narrow belt. They were carrying walkie-talkies. 
He grunted. Rojadas had planned this part of his operation 
intelligently, at least. The walkie-talkies would make things more 
difficult, he knew. So would the float. Rojadas would be able to see 
everything from it. He would order countermoves the minute he saw 
Nick strike the first of his men. Nick moved forward along the edges 
of the square, along the building line where the crowd was thinner. 
There was nothing to do but plunge into it. He was looking for an 
opening through the nearest block of merrymakers when he felt the 
hard, cold object shoved into his ribs He turned to see the man at his 
side, wearing a business suit, with high-cheekbones and a crew cut. 

“Start to move backwards,” the man said. “Slowly. The gun in your 
ribs will go off if you make one fast move.” 

Nick stepped backwards toward the building. He was about to say 
something to the man when the blow struck him just behind the ear. 
He saw klieg lights, red and yellow flashes, felt himself being dragged 
backwards into a hallway and then lapsed into unconsciousness. 

His head throbbed and a dim light began to filter through his half- 
closed eyelids. He forced them open and blinked, trying to stop the 
swimming colors and objects. A wall came into focus, then a dresser 
and then two figures, men in business suits, standing beside an open 
window. Nick tried to sit up and found his hands were tied behind his 
back, his ankles bound together and he was atop a wide bed. The first 
man walked over to him, lifted him up and half-dragged, half-walked 
him over to a chair facing the window. The room was obviously a 
cheap hotel room, and through the window Nick could see the square, 
the seething crowd, the grandstand and the float with Rojadas and his 
men on it. The two men hadn’t uttered a word, and now Nick saw that 
one held a forty-five in one hand. He gestured with the gun, 
motioning out the window. 

“You can watch it happen from here,” he said to Nick in a voice 
with an unmistakably Russian accent. These were not Rojadas’s men 
and now Nick bit his lips. He had only himself to blame. He had been 
too absorbed in finding Rojadas and spotting his men. Besides, the 
rebel leader himself had said that only two professionals had been 
assigned to work with his men. 


“Rojadas told you I’d probably come after him?” Nick ventured. 

“Rojadas?” the man with the gun said. “He doesn’t even know we 
are here. Our people sent us here directly to find out what had 
happened to our men when they failed to report to us. When we 
arrived yesterday and learned you were on the scene, we knew what 
had happened to our men. We told our people and they notified us to 
try and stop you if possible.” 

“And by doing so you help Rojadas pull off his coup,” Nick 
concluded. 

“It so happens,” the Russian agreed. “But that is merely an extra 
dividend to us. Our people want to see his scheme succeed, of course, 
but we do not wish to become directly involved. We really did not 
expect to stop you. This has been unexpectedly simple.” 

Unexpected, Nick grimaced. That was the right word for it, one of 
those unexpected, remote twists which turn the course of history. 
They had taken up positions at the square, seen him come, and moved 
in. Looking out the window, he felt so close and yet so far away from 
his objective. 

“We could kill you now and go home,” the one with the gun said 
to him. “But like you, we are professionals, we take as few chances as 
possible. It is noisy down there and a shot would probably go 
unnoticed. Yet we would not risk it. We will wait till Rojadas and his 
men start shooting. Then the career of the celebrated agent N3 will 
come to an end. It is a shame, in a way, for it to end this way, in a 
shabby httle hotel room, without even a touch of glory, eh?” 

“T couldn’t agree more,” Nick said. “Why don’t you just turn me 
loose and forget about it?” 

The Russian smiled, a cold, icy smile. He glanced at his watch. “It 
will not be long now,” he said. “Then we will turn you loose forever.” 

The second man had come over to stand beside the other edge of 
the window and watch the gay and colorful scene below. Nick 
watched the one with the gun pull a chair up, settle himself on it, put 
his legs up on the window sill and teeter back on the chair, confident 
and relaxed. He continued to hold the gun firmly in his right hand, 
though. Both lapsed into complete silence, except for an occasional 
comment about a bikini or a costume. Nick tried to tear the wrist 
ropes loose but his muscles strained uselessly. He felt blood trickling 
down his wrists and his skin grew sore and bruised. A wild 
desperation seethed inside him. He couldn’t just sit there and watch 
the whole thing go off before his eyes. In its own way, that would hurt 
more than getting shot himself. Yet time was indeed running out. But 
if necessity is the mother of invention, frustration is truly the father of 
desperation, and a wild, desperate scheme was forming in Nick’s 
mind. He moved his legs purposely, obviously, testing the ankle bonds 


he knew would not give. But it brought a glance from the Russian 
holding the gun in his hand, a calm, confident glance. The man smiled 
that icy smile and returned his gaze to the window. He was certain of 
Nick’s helplessness, which was precisely what Nick wanted. 
Killmaster’s eyes darted back and forth, measuring distances, 
estimating trajectories. He would have but one chance and if it were 
to work, everything would have to go off in perfect sequence, one 
action triggering the other like a Rube Goldberg invention. 

The one with the gun continued to teeter back on the rear legs of 
the chair, his feet propped on the window sill. The gun in his hand 
was pointed at just the right place and the right angle. Nick shifted his 
weight in the chair ever so slightly, knotting the powerful muscles of 
his legs like a spring about to unwind. He took a final, quick measure, 
drew his breath in deeply, and kicked out with both manacled legs, 
putting every ounce of power he possessed into the kick. 

His feet hit the rear legs of the Russian’s chair and the chair flew 
out from under the man. The Russian’s finger clamped down upon the 
trigger of the gun in an instant, involuntary reaction, and Nick saw 
the slug hit the other one full in the face. The one with the gun fell 
backwards onto the floor, Nick dived forward, knees first, landing 
with both knees on the man’s neck. He felt the breath rush out of the 
man in a terrible, whoooooshing sound, felt the neck muscles give 
way as he came down with all his weight. They sprawled forward as 
the Russian writhed on the floor, clutching at his throat, his face a 
horrible mask. His arms stiffened in sharp, clutching movements as he 
tried to find some way to breathe. A deep redness flooded his face as 
the trachia hemmorrhaged. The man’s body shuddered convulsively, 
straightened and then ceased its struggles abruptly. Nick glanced up at 
the other one, draped half across the window sill. 

It had worked, but much precious time had been lost and he wasn’t 
out of here yet. He worked his way, inch-work fashion, across the 
floor to the metal bedstead of the old-fashioned bed. The bottom 
runners, where they joined the headboard, were uneven and sharp 
enough. He pressed his wrist ropes against them and began to work 
them back and forth in a sawing motion. Finally he felt the strand 
shred and with a twist of his arms, he pulled free. He untied his ankles 
and raced from the hotel, pausing only to pick up the Russian’s gun. 
He had counted on Hugo, his stiletto, and his own powerful hands to 
take care of Rojadas’s men. There were too many people, too many 
kids, too many innocents to risk gunfights. Yet, it might be necessary. 
One never knew. He stuck the gun into his pocket and raced out into 
the crowd, only to find the denseness even greater and more 
unyielding. The Cariocas, the people of Rio, were going at their 
merrymaking with a vengeance. He avoided a circle of shouting, 


laughing revelers and started to push his way through the throng. 
Rojadas’s men, now easy to spot in their plumes and helmet-like 
headdresses, were holding their same positions. As Nick elbowed 
forward he saw a movement in the crowd, a bloco was being formed, 
a group of revelers who would sing and dance their way for perhaps 
days, adding new members, losing some, yet maintaining a hard core 
of stalwarts. The head of the bloco was abreast of two of the costumed 
assassins. Nick swung onto the tail of the group as they began to snake 
their way through the crowd in a samba. He felt himself being pulled 
forward by the line, the loose rhythm of their movements coming 
through surprisingly strong. When he was alongside the two costumed 
Mayan Gods he swung out of the fine to strike quickly, the stiletto a 
silent, unseen messenger of death. It was a kind of killing Nick 
disliked perhaps most, savage, without warning. Yet he felt no 
compunction for these two. They were rattlesnakes waiting to gun 
down good men, serpents masquerading as harmless revelers. 

As the one man saw his companion suddenly slump to the ground, 
he turned and spotted Nick. He tried to draw his gun but once again 
the stiletto flashed silently and unobtrusively. Nick caught the man 
and lowered him to the ground as though he had merely passed out. 
But Rojadas had seen it and knew well what had happened. Nick 
glanced toward the float and saw the rebel leader begin to speak into 
his walkie-talkie. His brief moment of advantage, the element of 
surprise, was now gone, Nick realized as he saw three more of the 
costumed gods in the crowd turn and start to push their way toward 
him. He ducked behind three girls with huge papier mache fruit 
baskets on their heads and edged toward the building line, a thought 
forming in his head. Perhaps surprise was not yet out of the question. 
He moved toward a row of doorways fronting a commercial building 
and a figure standing by one of them, costumed as a pirate in a loose 
silk shirt, a patch over one eye and a red bandanna around his head. 
Nick moved up behind the man, grabbed him from behind and swung 
him around and into the doorway. He pressed thumb and forefinger to 
the man’s neck and a point just below the ear. It was delicate business, 
this. A fraction too much pressure would be fatal. The surprised 
reveler tried to struggle but it was only a futile moment of effort and 
in a moment he collapsed like a rag doll. Nick stripped the pirate 
costume from him and put it on, adjusting the eyepatch to fit his face. 

“Sorry, chum,” he said to the unconscious reveler. “It didn’t do 
anything for you, anyway.” 

When he emerged, two of the assassins were standing not more 
than a half-dozen feet away, searching the crowd, frowning through 
their headdresses. They glanced at Nick as he approached, passing 
over him. He grinned, halted between them, shifted Hugo to his left 


hand and struck out with both hands simultaneously. He felt the man 
suck his breath in as he clutched both hands to his abdomen. The 
other one catapulted backwards from the stiff right to the jaw, his 
headdress toppling from his head. 

“A double-play,” Nick commented. He saw some of the bystanders 
look about and he flashed a dazzling grin as he reached down to the 
dazed would-be killer. 

“Easy does it, amigo,” he called out cheerfully. “I told you not to 
overdo it.” The onlookers turned away and Nick yanked the man to 
his feet, spun him around and pressed a forearm of iron into his neck. 
The man went limp and Nick dragged him to a doorway and pitched 
him into it. He turned just in time to see the third Mayan God 
charging at him, the flash of a large-bladed hunting knife glinting 
under his cape. Nick stepped backwards further into the hallway as 
the other charged, lashing out with the knife. The blade ripped into 
the pirate costume’s loose shirt, and Nick twisted to one side, letting 
the man’s charge carry him on past. He tackled the other before he 
could turn, the spring carrying them both to the floor, and Nick felt 
his head crash into the hard edge of the helmet-like headdress. The 
pain sent a spurt of fury through him. He snapped the man’s head to 
one side as a child might snap a straw, felt his assailant’s body arch 
and go limp under him. He pulled the walkie-talkie from the man’s 
belt and hurried outside, holding the instrument to his ear. As he 
reached the outside he heard the walkie-talkie explode in sound, 
heard Rojadas 

screaming in fury. 

“There he is,” the leader screamed. “They missed him, the fools. 
There, the pirate with the red bandanna and the eyepatch ... beside 
the big building. Get him! Quickly!” 

Nick tossed the walkie-talkie away and loped along a narrow path 
just at the edge of the throng. He saw two more of Rojadas’s plumed 
assassins detach themselves from the crowd to take out after him. Just 
then a reveler clothed in a red shirt, a billowing red cape and the red 
horned mask of a devil cut in front of Nick to hurry down a narrow 
alleyway. Nick turned and followed, letting the devil reach a point 
midway through the alley before seizing him. Once again Nick was 
careful, exerting only enough pressure to do the job. He propped the 
man up against the wall and stripped off the devil’s costume. He 
placed the pirate costume in a neat pile on the Carioca’s lap, donned 
the devil’s suit and grinned. 

“Start out a devil and wake up a pirate,” he murmured. “That’s 
life, pal.” 

He emerged from the alleyway as the two searchers were just 
starting to separate, patrolling the edge of the crowd for him. 


“Surprise!” he called out to the first one, sinking his fist deep into 
the man’s stomach. As the man doubled over Nick gave him a short 
chop on the back of the neck and let him drop at his feet. He hurried 
after the second one moving off in the other direction. 

“Trick or treat!” Nick grinned cheerily, as he caught the man by 
the arm and swung him hard into the iron pole of a lamppost. He felt 
the pole shake as the man s head slammed into it. He lifted the gun 
from the killer’s belt as he sank to the ground and returned to the 
other to retrieve his weapon. These two could wake up in time to be 
trouble if they had their guns. He halted to peer across the mass of 
merrymakers to the float. Rojadas, watching the movements of his 
men, had of course seen what had happened and was frantically 
pointing toward Nick again. He had done well enough up to now but 
he looked anxiously up toward the streets leading into the square for a 
sign of Jorge and his men. There was nothing, and when he looked 
back at the float he saw that Rojadas, obviously getting worried now, 
had sent all his men on the float down into the crowd after him. They 
had formed two lines and were threading their way through the 
crowd, moving apart in what was intended as a pincer movement 
designed to close in on him. Suddenly, Nick felt the jam-packed mass 
of people moving, slowly separating, like two halves of a bowl of jelly 
coming apart. He found himself in the forefront of one half and he 
saw the float approaching, pushing its way through the crowd. 

The float was covered with flowers, gaudy, ornate, with a high 
trellis of red roses and yellow carnations forming an arch over a 
flower throne beneath it. A girl with very blond and curly hair sat on 
the flowered throne and the edges of the float were crowded with 
more girls, most of them in long gowns, bare-backed, with fancy, high 
coiffures. He heard the crowd yell as the float made its way forward 
and there was something in the voice of the crowd, a hooting note to 
its cheers, that made him look up at the float again. The girls all wore 
just a shade too much make-up, their movements as they threw 
flowers to the crowd just a shade too exaggerated. 

“Tl be dammed,” Nick grunted. “They’re female impersonators!” 

Some of the crowd were running alongside the float, keeping pace 
with it, catching the flowers the “girls” threw, calling out good- 
natured obscenities. The first line of the plumed costumes had reached 
the other edge of the crowd, Nick saw. The devil thumbed his nose at 
Rojadas, broke from the crowd and began to run alongside the float, 
keeping it between himself and his opponents. He knew he was 
hidden from view for the moment as he kept pace with the float 
which, as it reached the edges of the crowd, picked up a little more 
speed. The unwieldly float began its slow turn as it neared the end of 
the square. Nick and a few others were still running alongside it. As it 


began its turn, he reached up to one very blond-wigged “girl,” asking 
for a rose. The figure leaned down to hand it to him. He closed his 
hands on a wrist and yanked. A red gown, black, full-length gloves 
and a blond wig tumbled into his arms. He drove a short, piston-like 
jab to the jaw, threw the figure over one shoulder and ran down a side 
street with it to the screams and laughter of those behind. 

Nick grinned, knowing what they were howling about behind him. 
They were thinking of the disappointment in store for him. Well, he 
grimaced, maybe there was one but this wasn’t it. He lowered the 
“girl” to the street, stripped off the devil’s costume and put it beside 
the prostrate figure. 

“Try this for size when you wake up, dearie,” he said. “It’s hell any 
way you look at it.” 

He decided to skip the black bra as he put on the red gown, the 
high heels and the blond wig, pulling it down as low as it would go 
over his head. Maybe he didn’t look exactly stunning, he told himself 
as he hobbled up the street, but a girl has to do the best with what she 
has. When he reached the square, he saw the two lines of costumed 
assassins had fanned out in a wide semicircle along the edge of the 
throng. But it was the other sound which sent chills into him, the 
sound of a siren and a marching band coming from the street off to 
the left of the square. The official party was arriving. He shot a glance 
at Rojadas on the float. He was giving commands on his walkie-talkie 
and Nick saw the men start to push their way back into the throng 
again. Then he saw the blue shirt and cap racing into the square from 
the narrow alleyway to one side. A handful of men in work clothes, 
some carrying picks, some shovels, were fanning out behind him. 
Jorge had spotted Rojadas’s men and had barked directions to his own 
men. Nick moved forward, stepping in front of one of the plumed 
killers so that the man bumped into him. 

“Desculpe, Senhorita,” the man said. “Excuse me.” 

“Fresh!” Nick said, whirling and connecting with a roundhouse 
right to the jaw. The man flew backwards to lay in a heap on the 
pavement. Nick yanked the gun from his belt, emptied it and tossed it 
aside. Another one had just turned to see the red-gowned figure 
leaning over his companion. 

“Yoo-hoo,” Nick called, pitching his voice high. “Over here, your 
friend is sick or something.” 

The man hurried over. Nick let him get close enough and then he 
brought his leg up and came down with the spiked heel on the man’s 
foot. The assassin shouted in pain as he instinctively bent over. Nick’s 
knee caught him flush on the jaw and he went down. He glanced 
round to see Jorge’s men grappling with the killers, but there was 
something else. It wasn’t going to work. They would fail after all. 


Rojadas was still on that float, still holding his vantage point, still on 
his walkie-talkie. Jorge and his men had seized a number of the killers 
but Nick saw it was not enough. Even including those he had already 
done in, Rojadas still had a good half-dozen men in the crowd, making 
their way forward, too densely packed in to reach in time. Nick flung 
off the gown, tossed aside the wig and stepped out of the high heels. 
He knew that Rojadas was exhorting his remaining men, telling them 
to stick to the plan, that they could still bring it off. The damnable 
thing was that he was right. 

The official party was clambering into the square grandstand now. 
The float with Rojadas atop it was too far to the right to reach, the 
crowd too dense. Nick flung himself forward. He couldn’t reach 
Rojadas but he might be able to make the grandstand. He smashed his 
way through the crowd, pulling and shoving, disregarding the oaths 
tossed at him. But it was like battling through a wall of marshmallow. 
He dropped to the ground and scuttled through the legs of the throng, 
hearing the women scream as he brushed beneath them. He surfaced 
once, ducked a blow tossed at him by an irate Carioca, saw he was 
within feet of the grandstand and dropped to the ground again. He 
had taken a fast look at the grandstand earlier, tabbed it as one of the 
portable, steel kind that could be set up and dismantled anywhere. 
The long, steel legs loomed up before him and he scurried beneath the 
stand. The legs were locked in place by long cotter pins. He ran his 
hand over the criss-crossed bars which supported the seats above. 
There were three places that would do it, he quickly noted, three key 
spots in the complex of legs and crossbars. He bent over and under 
one of the cross bars, getting his shoulder beneath it. He felt his feet 
sink into the loose gravel under the stand as he pressed his shoulder 
up. He shifted his weight and tried again. The crossbar cut into his 
shoulder and he felt his shirt tear as his powerful back muscles bulged 
against it. The bar gave, just a little, but a little was all he needed. He 
pulled the cotter pin free and fell to his knees, his breath coming in 
short, harsh gasps. 

He listened, expecting to hear the opening shots, and he knew it 
was now only a matter of minutes, perhaps seconds. The second pin 
was easier and slipped loose with little effort. He looked up, saw the 
crossbars begin to sag. The third pin was the crucial one. He had to 
yank it free and dive out from under the stand or be crushed as it fell 
atop him. The third pin was the nearest one to the edge of the steel 
and aluminum construction and the lowest to the ground. He 
maneuvered his back under the main crossbar and lifted. The bar cut 
into his skin and he felt his back muscles groan. He had one hand on 
the front of the heavy cotter pin. Tightening his back muscles, 
summoning up every last ounce of dynamic tension and strength, he 


lifted his body again. The cotter pin came free in his hand. He yanked 
it out as he dived forward, rolling over in a ball as the grandstand 
collapsed amid a chorus of screams and shouts. There would be a lot 
of official heads bruised and sore tomorrow and a lot of high-placed 
torn ligaments. But Brazil would have a government and the free 
community of nations would keep a member. He heard the scattered 
shots as they rang out when the grandstand collapsed and he smiled 
grimly. They were no more than a last, dying gesture. He got to his 
feet, clambered onto one of the twisted bars of the stand and surveyed 
the scene. The square was a bedlam with the crowd pummeling the 
remaining assassins to the ground. Jorge and his men had a string of 
them under guard across the square. But the float was empty and 
Rojadas was missing. Nick craned his neck and his eyes caught a 
glimpse, a flash of orange at the far edge of the throng, moving out 
toward the edge of the square. 

The bastard was still loose. Nick leaped from his perch and raced 
behind the grandstand, avoiding the thickest part of the crowd. He 
heard the wail of ambulance and police sirens as he raced down the 
relatively deserted side streets bordering the square. All the main 
squares and major avenues would be filled with festive merrymakers, 
he knew, and Rojadas knew it, too. To flee, he’d stay to the small back 
streets. Nick cursed himself for not knowing Rio well enough to cut off 
the man. He raced down the cobbled street, peering ahead just in time 
to see the bright orange plume disappear around a corner. The cross- 
street had to lead out to the next avenue and Nick raced down the 
nearest alleyway to emerge just as Rojadas, casting off the headdress, 
ran up a Steep, sloping street. The man turned briefly, saw Nick, and 
yanked the gun from his belt. He let one shot go, enough to make Nick 
duck and pause, and then raced up the hilly street. Nick let his hand 
rest for a moment on the gun he’d taken from one of Rojadas’s men. 
He wouldn’t use it if he didn’t have to. It would be good to take 
Rojadas alive. A lot of people would have a lot of questions for him. 

Nick felt the sharp pain in his back, his muscles rebelling at the 
abuse he’d given them lifting the crossbars beneath the grandstand. 
The pain would have made the ordinary man stop in his tracks. Nick 
gritted his teeth, tightened his muscles and increased his speed. It 
would have to be uphill, he swore. He saw the rebel leader remove the 
cumbersome headpiece and throw it to the ground without breaking 
stride. Nick grinned to himself. The heavy headdress should have been 
discarded long before now, and he took satisfaction in knowing that 
Rojadas was doubtless panting and heaving, running short of breath. 
Nick reached the top of the hill to see Rojadas running across a small 
plaza to where one of the city’s open trolleys was approaching. The 
trolley was going at the usual, breakneck pace, careering along the 


tracks, looking more like a mass of humanity on wheels than a trolley 
car. From the sides of the trolley, passengers were hanging from every 
inch of space, some clinging to the roof. Except for the fact that most 
of these were costumed, it was an everyday sight in Rio. Those who 
rode that way, hanging from the sides by their arms, had earned the 
name turma do descanso, the resting brigade, because of their need to 
leap off at each stop and rest their strained arm muscles. Those seated 
inside the trolley were unseen behind the human curtain hanging 
outside. As the trolley came to a halt, the turma do descanso leaped 
from the sides and stretched aching muscles. Nick saw Rojadas dart 
through them and leap aboard the trolley. An instant later the trolley 
started off without sounding the customary bell. Shouting angry oaths, 
the resting brigade took off after the trolley as Nick reached the scene 
to join them. The pursuers suddenly came to a halt as they saw the 
costumed man holding a gun to the motorman’s head. Rojadas had 
gotten himself a trolley full of hostages and a non-stop ticket, all in 
one stroke. 

But it hadn’t simply been a piece of luck. The man had headed 
here with purpose. He was running for his life but not aimlessly. He 
was following a prepared plan for just such a contingency. 

“The bondes, Senhor,” Nick called out to one of the ex-passengers, 
using the popular sobriquet the Cariocas had coined, referring to the 
bond issues that financed the trolleys. “Which way does it go?” 

“Down the hill and then north,” the youth answered. 

“Where does it end?” Nick pressed. “The last stop.” 

“In the Pier Maua district.” 

Nick’s lips tightened. The Pier Maua district! The go-between, 
Alberto Sollimage, his import shop and storehouse were in the Pier 
Maua district. For some reason, that’s where Rojadas was headed, he’d 
bet his hfe on it. Nick turned to the turma do decanso who were still 
standing around, talking about what had just happened. 

“T must get to the Pier Maua,” he said urgently. “Is there some 
other way, a taxi, perhaps? It’s very important.” 

“Tt is Carnival time, Senhor,” one youth said. “Nothing is working, 
only a few bondes. That was one of them. That man, he is a criminal, 
no?” 

“A very bad one,” Nick said. “He just tried to kill your Presidente.” 

A gasp of shock rose from the group. 

“If I can get to the Pier Maua district in time I may still be able to 
stop him,” Nick continued. “Which is the fastest way there? Perhaps 
you know a short-cut.” 

One of the youths pointed to an open backed pickup truck parked 
alongside the curb nearby. “You can drive, Senhor?” 

“T can drive,” Nick said. “You have the key for the motor?” 


“We will be the motor,” the youth said. “The cab is open. You take 
the wheel. It is mostly downhill, anyway, at least the first part.” 

With a whoop of exuberant spirits, the revelers ran to the truck 
and, releasing the brake, began to push it out into the street. Nick 
grinned and got behind the wheel. It mightn’t be the ideal method of 
transportation but it was the best one available. And it beat running. 
He hadn’t looked forward to that prospect. He wanted to be able to 
stop Rojadas, not fall on him in exhaustion. The pickup truck gathered 
speed down the hill as Nick steered out to the center of the street. He 
felt the thump of his helpers as they leaped aboard the back of the 
truck and he glanced sideways to see two of them clinging to the 
window of the cab. 

“Just follow the trolley tracks, Senhor,” he heard one of them 
shout. Nick held the wheels on the tracks for added smoothness. They 
weren’t setting any speed records but they were moving. Whenever 
the hill flattened out to a straightaway or a slight rise, his newly 
acquired crew would leap out of the truck and push. They were mostly 
young, filled with the exuberant spirits of Carnival time, and 
thoroughly enjoying this. Nick, for his part, knew that Rojadas had 
undoubtedly reached the import storehouse by now but the man was 
probably confident he’d left Nick stranded back at the Plaza. There 
was a last, short hill, and then a series of small rises which kept his 
merrymakers pushing, leaping back onto the truck and out again for 
more pushing. Finally Nick recognized the edge of the Pier Maua 
district and he braked to a halt. 

“Muito obrigado, amigos,” Nick called out. 

“We go with you, Senhor,” one young man shouted back. 

“No,” Nick answered, hastily. “Thanks but this man is armed, you 
saw that, and very dangerous. It is best I go alone from here.” 

He meant what he said to them. Besides, taking this thundering 
herd would be like arriving with a fanfare of trumpets. If Rojadas was 
confident Nick was still stranded a few miles back he wanted him to 
stay that way. With a wave of his hand, Nick broke into a loping run 
and cut across the street, down a narrow, curving avenue and through 
an intersection that brought him to the blackened window of the small 
shop. The front door was open, the lock broken. Nick entered 
cautiously, the memory of his last visit here still fresh in his mind. The 
place was utterly still, yet Nick moved slowly, carefully. A light had 
been turned on in the back. He drew the gun from his belt and entered 
the rear of the shop. He saw the opened packing crate lying on the 
floor, broken pieces of wood revealing it had been opened in a hurry. 
He knelt down beside it. It was a flat crate, about six inches in depth 
and three by two feet in dimensions. The only marking on it was a 
small red dot. Packing straw covered the insides of it and Nick 


reached in, fishing with his hand amid the straw. He felt his fingers 
brush against something, a piece of paper, and he pulled it out. It was 
a small, manufacturer’s notice: CAUTION—INFLATE SLOWLY. 

Nick tinned the words over in his mind. Inflate slowly, he repeated 
to himself, getting to his feet. He looked at the empty crate again. 
That had to be it ... a life raft. The Pier Maua district fronted on 
Guanabara Bay, only a few blocks away. He would take off in the life 
raft, probably head for some prearranged spot, perhaps one of the 
small off-shore islands where a sending set was no doubt stashed 
away. Nick bolted out of the store and headed for the bayfront. 
Rojadas would have used up quite a bit of time inflating the raft by 
mouth. He hadn’t enough time to have sailed yet. Nick ran, his legs 
driving hard, and he saw the blue water of the bay ahead. A line of 
covered piers stretched before him and he headed for them. The area 
was deserted, as was most of Rio, for everyone was jammed into the 
center of the city where the Carnival held complete sway. Then he 
saw the figure, on one knee at the edge of the pier, the raft lying on 
the wooden board of the pier. Rojadas was intent on what he was 
doing, checking the raft over. He started to push it out toward the 
edge of the pilings, about to lower it into the water. Nick drew his gun 
and aimed carefully. He still wanted the man alive. Besides, it had a 
certain appeal to his sense of humor. He fired one shot and instantly 
heard the loud hiss of air as the bullet put a neat hole in the raft. He 
saw Rojadas gaze at the hole, transfixed, looking not unlike a little 
boy who sees his ice cream melt away before his eyes. The man got to 
his feet slowly, seeing Nick advancing with gun trained on him. He 
raised his hands obediently. 

“Take the gun out of your belt and drop it on the floor. But slowly 
now,” Nick commanded. 

Rojadas obeyed and Nick kicked the gun aside. It skittered off the 
edge of the pier into the water. 

“You never give up, do you, Senhor?” Rojadas sighed, a statement 
more than a question. “It seems you win.” 

“Tt does look that way, doesn’t it?” Nick said laconically. Tick up 
that raft. They’ll be interested in tracing where it came from. They’ll 
want to know all they can find out about your little operation.” 

Rojadas sighed and picked up one end of the raft. Deflated, it was 
little more than a long piece of Shapeless rubber. He started to drag it 
behind him as he walked. The man appeared thoroughly defeated, 
resigned, all the fight gone out of him. That was what caused Nick to 
relax just a little, just enough so that it happened. As Rojadas passed 
him, dragging the length of rubber, he suddenly snapped the deflated 
raft up as one snaps a towel. It arced through the air, hitting Nick in 
the face with one end as he automatically twisted away to avoid as 


much of the blow as he could. It gave Rojadas the split-second he 
needed to dive sideways into Nick, catching him low, just at the 
knees. Nick felt himself go backwards, felt the gun leap from his hand 
as he fell heavily against the edge of the pier. He saw the shoe come 
at his face and he half-turned but the blow caught him on the temple. 
He tried to clutch the wood for support but his hands met only air and 
he felt himself falling. As he hit the water he drew his breath in 
sharply and went under. He surfaced instantly, in time to see Rojadas 
pick up the gun and aim it. He dived as the bullet slammed into the 
water, inches from his head. Nick stayed underwater and swam 
beneath the pier, surfacing amid the slime-covered pilings. He could 
hear Rojadas just over his head, slowly walking the length of the pier 
just at the edge, searching for him, stalking him. Treading water and 
holding onto the pilings, Nick stayed still as Rojadas suddenly stopped 
walking. He had been at the edge of the right side of the pier. Nick 
turned to face that side. He was ready as Rojadas’ head suddenly 
appeared, leaning down over the edge of the pier to look under it. 
Nick submerged instantly as Rojadas got off another shot, this one a 
wild one fired from a difficult position. Two shots from Rojadas and 
the one Nick had fired into the raft made three. Only three more in 
the gun, Nick counted. He swam underwater until he cleared the pier 
and then he surfaced quickly, noisily, to see Rojadas whirl and fire 
again. Two more to go, Nick grimly told himself. Diving, he swam 
under the pier to the other side and surfaced. Silently, he pulled 
himself up out of the water, clinging to the edge of the pier. He saw 
Rojadas across from him, searching the water. 

“Rojadas,” he called. “Over here.” 

The man whirled, firing, as Nick let himself fall backwards into the 
water. Nick counted two shots. He surfaced again, this time at the 
front of the pier where a small wooden ladder extended into the 
water. He pulled himself up and onto the pier, rising out of the water 
like some vengeful creature from the depths. Rojadas saw him, pulled 
the trigger again and heard the click of the hammer on the empty 
chamber. 

“You should learn to count,” Nick said. He moved forward, his 
clothes wet and heavy against his body. The man charged at him, 
thick arms held like ramrods before him. Nick shot a hard left through 
the opening he saw, and it brought the charge to a shuddering halt. 
He slammed a right into the man’s head, saw the blood spurt from his 
eye. Suddenly he was thinking of the way the blood had spurted from 
the body of the poor creature at the mission. He moved in, slamming 
rights and lefts. Rojadas spun one way and then the other as the blows 
connected. He hit the floor of the pier. Nick picked him up and almost 
tore his head off with a savage right. The man rolled over and got to 


his feet, the wildness of stark fear now in his eyes. He moved 
backwards as Nick came at him again. Then, with a half-sob of terror, 
he turned and raced for the edge of the pier. Without pausing he 
leaped, a running dive. 

“Stop,” Nick yelled. “You’re too close to the shoreline.” Nick heard 
the terrible crunch, the harsh thudding sound as the man’s body 
disappeared off the side of the pier. When he reached the edge, he saw 
the jagged rocks just under the surface, jutting out from the shore. 
Rojadas hung there, like some grotesque lily-pad over the rock, as the 
stain of red spread over the water. Nick watched as the body slipped 
from the rock and sank. He took a deep breath and walked away. 


Chapter X 


Nick had pressed the doorbell and now he waited. He had spent 
the morning with Jorge and felt a real sadness at leaving. 

“Many thanks from us all, amigo,” the Police Chief had said. “But 
most of all from me. You have opened my eyes to a lot of things, 
mostly to my own self. You will return to visit me someday, I hope.” 

“When you’re Commissioner of Police for all of Rio,” Nick had 
laughed. 

“T will hold you to that, Senhor Nick,” Jorge answered, embracing 
him. “Adeus, amigo. Ate logo.” 

“Ate logo,” Nick replied. “Until next time.” 

After leaving Jorge he sent a wire to Bill Dennison telling him 
there was a plant waiting for him to finish building. And now Maria 
opened the door and her arms were around his neck, her lips soft 
against his. 

“Nick, Nick,” she murmured. “It was harder waiting. I wished I had 
gone with you.” 

She was wearing a red and white wrap-around swirl, not unlike a 
judo outfit. As she drew him into the room his hand on her back told 
him she was wearing no bra. 

“IT have made us a lovely jantar ... a lovely dinner,” she said. “Pato 
with abacaxi and arros.” 

“Duck with pineapple and rice,” Nick repeated. “Sounds 
marvelous.” 

“Do you want to eat first ... or after, Nick?” she asked, a deep 
twinkle glowing from those black-brown eyes. 

“Or after what?” he asked casually. A smile flickered across her 
lips. She reached up and kissed him, her tongue moving deliciously 
inside his mouth, slowly, sensuously. With one hand she undid the 
belt of the outfit and Nick’s hand found her breasts, eagerly yielding. 
Maria moaned softly. 

“Oh, Nick, Nick,” she said. ‘We eat late tonight, yes?” 

“The later the better,” he said. Maria’s lovemaking was like a 
bolero that began slowly, ever so slowly, and then began to mount in 
intensity and fervor. Her skin, a cream-white softness, her mouth a 
fountain of sensuousness, she let her hands caress his body with a 
consummate tenderness. Her touch was a curiously soothing and 
exciting thing at first, and then, as the bolero increased its beat, her 
touch became all flame and desire. Nick held her breasts in his hands 
as she writhed to his touch, clasping those lovely, full thighs around 
his body, bonds of pleasure. She tore his hands from her breasts and 


clasped them with her own, offering them up to his lips as a goddess 
offers a chalice. He bent down and tasted the offering and Maria 
gasped in ecstasy. There was nothing she did not do or could not do or 
would not do, yet everything she did was done with natural beauty. 
There was not a crude bone in her body. This girl was a combination 
of highly civilized woman and primitive naturalness. As Nick explored 
her body with his lips, Maria moved beneath his touch, her body 
seeming to have a will of its own. She pressed his head down hard 
against her stomach, her breasts, lifting her body up to him until it 
seemed she wanted to fuse their skins together. 

When he took her, finding her very being with his own essense, 
she became a wild creature, half-sobbing, half-laughing, crying out in 
desire and ecstasy, insatiable in her passion. As she reached the height 
of heights, little gasping cries erupted in one long cry, almost a wail, 
and she lay still. When she gathered herself she became a warm, 
cuddly creature, nuzzling and nestling in his arms. 

“How does a woman enjoy any other man after you?” Maria said, 
looking seriously at him. 

“You will,” he said, smiling down at her. “You enjoy each person 
for what they are.” 

“Will you come back?” she asked, her voice small and hesitant. 

“Sometime,” Nick said. “If I ever had a reason to go back 
anywhere, you’re it.” Maria snuggled deeper into his arms and they 
lay there while the afternoon sun went to bed. They made love again 
before dinner and again afterwards, like two people who know they 
must live on memories of each other. It was nearly dawn when he left, 
reluctantly, sadly. He had known many girls but there was a warmth, 
a genuineness to Maria that wound itself inside you. It was good he 
had to leave, a small voice told him. This was a girl you could love, 
and love was an emotion nobody in his work could afford. Affection, 
passion, mercy, honor, care ... but not love. 

He went directly to the airport and the waiting plane. He watched 
the dark outline of Sugar Loaf take shape in the early morning sun as 
the plane banked and then he went to sleep. Sleep was a wonderful 
thing, he sighed, a psychic eraser. 


The door to Hawk’s office at AXE headquarters was open and Nick 
walked in. The blue eyes behind the steel-rimmed glasses looked up at 
him with pleasant welcome. 

“Tt’s good to see you back, N3,” Hawk smiled. “Well, you certainly 
look rested and refreshed.” 

“T do?” Nick said. 

“Well, my boy, why wouldn’t you, just coming back from a 
vacation in lovely Rio de Janeiro? How was Carnival time?” 


“Simply killing.” 

He thought he detected a flash of something in Hawk’s eyes but he 
couldn’t be sure. 

“Then you enjoyed yourself.” 

“Wouldn’t have missed it for the world.” 

“You remember that trouble I mentioned to you?” Hawk asked 
casually. “It seems to have cleared itself up.” 

“That’s good to hear.” 

“Well, then, I guess you know what I’m looking forward to,” Hawk 
said, cheerfully. 

“What?” 

“Why, finding a good assignment for you, my boy.” 

“And you know what I’m looking forward to?” Nick asked. 
“What?” 

“Another vacation.” 


